Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Problem Reports
1995

A narratological reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee
relationships in Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein", Charles Robert
Maturin's "Melmoth the Wanderer", and J. Sheridan Le Fanu's
"Carmilla".
Marion Carol Zwickel

Follow this and additional works at: https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/etd

Recommended Citation
Zwickel, Marion Carol, "A narratological reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships in Mary
Shelley's "Frankenstein", Charles Robert Maturin's "Melmoth the Wanderer", and J. Sheridan Le Fanu's
"Carmilla"." (1995). Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Problem Reports. 10127.
https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/etd/10127

This Thesis is protected by copyright and/or related rights. It has been brought to you by the The Research
Repository @ WVU with permission from the rights-holder(s). You are free to use this Thesis in any way that is
permitted by the copyright and related rights legislation that applies to your use. For other uses you must obtain
permission from the rights-holder(s) directly, unless additional rights are indicated by a Creative Commons license
in the record and/ or on the work itself. This Thesis has been accepted for inclusion in WVU Graduate Theses,
Dissertations, and Problem Reports collection by an authorized administrator of The Research Repository @ WVU.
For more information, please contact researchrepository@mail.wvu.edu.

INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI
films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some
thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be
from any type o f computer printer.
The quality o f this reproduction is dependent upon the quality o f the
copy submitted.

Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality

illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins,
and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete
manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted.

Also, if

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate
the deletion.
Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and
continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each
original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in reduced
form at the back o f the book.
Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6” x 9” black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations
appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to
order.

UMI
A Bell & Howell Information Company
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor MI 48106-1346 USA
313/761-4700 800/521-0600

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urther reproduction prohibited w ith o u t perm ission.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

A NARRATOLOGICAL READING EMPHASIZING THE NARRATOR/NARRATEE
RELATIONSHIPS IN MARY SHELLEY'S FRANKENSTEIN. CHARLES ROBERT
MATURIN'S MELMOTH THE WANDERER. AND J. SHERIDAN LE FANU'S
CARMILLA

DISSERTATION

Submitted to the Eberly College of Arts and Sciences
of
West Virginia University
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for
The Degree of Doctor of Philosophy
by
Marion Carol Zwickel, A.B., M.A.
Morgantown
West Virginia
1995

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urther reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

UMI Number: 9635122

UMI Microform 9635122
Copyright 1996, by UMI Company. All rights reserved.
This microform edition is protected against unauthorized
copying under Title 17, United States Code.

UMI

300 North Zeeb Road
Ann Arbor, MI 48103

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urther reproduction prohibited w ith o u t perm ission.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

iii

Chapter I-Introduction

1

Chapter II-Frankenstein

24

Chapter III-Melmoth the Wanderer

70

Chapter IV-Carmilla

165

Chapter V-Conclusion

213

Bibliography

228

Appendix

231

Abstract

232

R eproduced with perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urther reproduction prohibited w ith o u t perm ission.

Ackowledgments

I would like to thank all of the members of my committee for
their constant encouragement and moral support.
wish to thank Dr.
Also,

my

all

those

I

Gaskins for helping me organize this project.

gratitude

novels with me.

In addition,

to

Dr.

Eaton

for

reading

twenty-two

Gothic

My sincerest appreciation to Dr. Bryon Nelson for

articles

which

he

gave

me

valuables suggestion on Frankenstein.

on

vampires,

as

well

as

My sincere appreciation to

Dr. Caruso who taught me everything that I know about the French
Revolution.
Last, but not least, I wish to thank my typist, Donna Stout,
the world's greatest secretary, and Michele Marshall, the world's
best administrative associate, for putting this complicated thesis
together for me.

R eproduced with perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urther reproduction prohibited w ith o u t perm ission.

CHAPTER I
Introduction
A Narratological Reading Emphasizing the Narrator/Narratee
Relationships in Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Charles Robert
Maturin's Melmoth the Wanderer, and J. Sheridan Le Fanu's
Carmilla

In this study, I am focusing on a narratological reading
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships in three highly
mediated Gothic novels— Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla. Mv
thesis is that a narratological reading emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships is a viable initial approach for
a more complete understanding of these three novels.
addition,

In

I intend to explain how an initial narratological

reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships
ultimately will illuminate other, more innovative interpretations
of these novels—

feminist, new-historical, and psychological.

For the theoretical aspect of my dissertation,

I am using

Gerald Prince's essay "The Introduction to the Study of the
Narratee” (Tompkin's Reader-Response Criticism r19801: 7- 25) .*
In this essay, Prince writes,

"All narration... presupposes not

only (at least) one narrator but also (at least) one narratee,
the narratee being someone whom the narrator addresses"

(7).

Prince goes on to say that, "few critics have dealt with the
narratee and none to date has undertaken an in-depth study"

(7).

Prince's statement is certainly true regarding the Gothic novel.
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Indeed, this is unfortunate because where Prince's theory of the
narratee is most applicable is not in unmediated modern fiction,
but in highly mediated Gothic novels where there are clearly
defined narratees.
Therefore, the three highly interpolated Gothic novels which
I am focusing on in this dissertation— Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
Carmilla— are very conducive to an application of Prince's theory
regarding narratees, and how these narratees function in a
relationship with their narrators. Thus, a narratological reading
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships is particularly
appropriate for interpreting these three novels because these
novels are more stories about telling stories than they are
novels about characterization or action.
In Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla. the
narrator/narratee relationships are important because in these
novels, the person to whom the story is told— the narratee— is
just as important as the person who tells the story— the
narrator.

Furthermore, the narrator/narratee relationships are

significant in these novels because none of the narrators tells
his story directly to the reader; instead, each narrator relates
his tale to a clearly defined narratee.

Consequently, in

Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla. a narratological reading
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships is most
appropriate for a

primary interpretation of these novels.

On the theoretical level, narratology is essentially a
structuralist methodology of interpreting literature which deals
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with the technique of telling a story.

Terry Eagleton in his

critical work, Literary Theory. states that,

"one important

aspect of discourse to which they [the narratologists] alert us
is the difference between narration- -^the act and process of
telling a story— and narrative— what it is you actually recount"
(106).

In other words, according to Eagleton, the benefit of a

narratological approach is that it has alerted the reader to the
fact that there is a difference between the narrated and the
narrating.

The narrated is the actual story, and the narrating

is the telling of this story.
However, even though narratology, per se, is an interesting
subject,

I am not going to discuss here the theoretical strengths

and weaknesses of narratology as a critical methodology.

My

opinion is that all critical theories are like tools in a tool
box.

And, the reader should use the critical approach most

appropriate for the particular literary work that he/she is
reading. Because narratology deals with the art of story telling,
a narratological reading is a useful method for an initial
interpretation of mediated Gothic novels because essentially
these novels are tales about telling tales.
Furthermore, a narratological reading is beneficial because
it is an interpretation that takes into consideration the diverse
structural elements in highly mediated Gothic novels.

Thus, a

narratological reading, emphasizing the narrator/narratee
relationships,

is a good pedagogical approach for teaching highly

mediated Gothic fiction.

This is true because by using this
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method a high school teacher or a college professor, teaching the
Gothic novel in an introductory class, has a formula for
instructing his/her students regarding how to interpret these
complex novels. Ultimately, a narratological reading is a highly
inclusive interpretation because other critical theories simply
do not account for the majority of the interpolated elements in
highly mediated Gothic fiction.
The critical methodology that I am using for my
narratological reading of Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla is
based on Gerald Prince's essay "The Introduction to the Study of
the Narratee."

In this essay, Prince writes that,

"All

narration, whether it is oral or written, whether it recounts
real or mythical events, whether it tells a story or relates a
simple sequence of actions in time, presupposes not only (at
least) one narrator.but also (at least) one narratee, the
narratee being someone whom the narrator addresses.

In a

fiction-narration— a tale, an epic, a novel- -the narrator is a
fictive creation as is his narratee"

(7). Of course, this

distinction differentiates the narratee from the reader because
the narratee is a fictive creation and the reader is not.
However,

in the Gothic novels that I deal wi£h, there is no

problem differentiating between the

narratee and the reader

because in these novels, all of the narrators address their
narrations to narratee characters or clearly defined outside
narratees.
Incorporated in his essay "The Introduction to the Study of
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the Narratee," Prince deals with the classifications and
functions of narratees in literature.

In his essay, Prince

classifies narratees in the following manner.

First, there is

the type of narratee who is not mentioned either directly or
indirectly by the narrator.

The normative, outside narratee in

Me l m o t h . whom I designate as one of Maturin's parishioners, would
fit into this category.

Secondly, there is a type of narratee

who "if not represented by a character... is at least mentioned
explicitly by the narrator"

(18).

Margaret Saville in

Frankenstein, and Dr. Hesselius in Carmilla fit into this
classification of narratees.
Thirdly, Prince states that a narratee can also be a
character in the novel.

Prince writes,

"Often instead of

addressing— explicitly or implicitly— a narratee who is not a
character, the narrator recounts his story to someone who is"
(18).

Walton in Frankenstein. and John Melmoth in Melmoth. and

Laura in Carmilla. all fit into this category of narratees.
Prince's fourth classification of narratees is that of a narratee
who also functions as a narrator.

Prince states,

for him to be at the same time a narrator"

(18).

"It is not rare
Of course, both

Walton and Victor in Frankenstein function as both narrators and
narratees.

And, Alonzo Moncada in Melmoth also functions as both

a narrator and a narratee.

The same is true in Carmilla. because

in this novel, Laura, the novel's overall narrator also functions
as the narratee of all the novel's interpolated tales.
Next, Prince classifies narratees in respect to their
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reaction to their narrators' stories.

Prince writes,

"the

narratee-character can be more or less affected, more or less
influenced by the narrative addressed to him"

(18).

Of course,

in Gothic novels all of the narratees are supposed to be affected
or influenced by their narrators' stories. Nevertheless,
sometimes these narratees do not understand the narrator's
message; thus, they react in an ironic manner. The second
classification that Prince discusses in regard to reactionary
narratees is the narratee-character "who can represent for the
narration someone more or less essential, more or less
irreplaceable as a narratee"

(18-19).

This is an important

classification because in Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla.
all of the narratees are essential to their narrators' tales.
To finalize his classification of reactionary narratees,
Prince states that,

"the narratee is a reader when the narration

is written and a listener when the narration is oral"

(19).

In

each of the three Gothic novels that I deal with, there are both
listener and reader narratees.
In addition, I have extended Prince's classification of
narratees because I have discovered a "normative" narratee and an
"outside" narratee in each of these novels.

Furthermore,

I have

also discovered that there are "secondary" narratees in two of
these novels— Frankenstein and Melmoth.
A "normative" narratee is a narratee who is tantamount to
my definition of the implied reader.

This normative narratee is

an upper middle-class, well-educated, nineteenth century
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individual— either male or female— who is not prone to believe in
the supernatural. Because Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu are
concerned with establishing belief in the supernatural and
controversial subject matter which they present in their novels,
they use normative narratees both inside and outside of their
novels' overall narrations.

In Frankenstein. M argaret Saville is

the normative outside narratee, and Robert Walton is the
normative inside narratee. In M elmoth. M aturin's parishioners are
the normative outside narratees, and John Melmoth is the novel's
normative inside narratee.
with— Carmilla—

In the vampire novel that I deal

all of the inside narratees are normative.

In

addition, this novel also has a normative outside narratee, and
he is Dr. Hesselius, Laura's psychiatrist.
An "outside" narratee is a narratee, either named or not
named by the author, who functions outside the context of the
novel.

However, even though this narratee is not a character in

the novel; nevertheless,

in Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla.

the primary narrators address their overall narrations to these
outside narratees.

In Frankenstein. this outside narratee is

Margaret Saville, Walton's sister.

In M elmoth. this outside

narratee is Maturin's church congregation.

In Carmilla. this

outside narratee is Dr. Hesselius, Laura's psychiatrist.
course,

Of

for the author's purpose of establishing belief in the

supernatural in Gothic novels, the outside narratee is always a
normative narratee. Thus, if the normative, outside narratee
believes the narrator's tale, then the reader might also believe
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this highly improbable story without feeling overly gullible or
slightly neurotic.
In addition to "normative" and "outside" narratees,

I have

also discovered a classification of narratees which I will call
"secondary" narratees in two of the novels that I deal with—
Frankenstein and Melmoth.

A secondary narratee is the person to

whom the narrator is indirectlty addressing his tale.
a common phenomenon,

Now, this

not only in fiction, but also in everyday

existence. For example, when a

girl has an argument with her boy

friend, she enumerates all of the atrocities that he
committed in a story to her best friend.

However, this story is

not really directed toward her best friend.
friend is sympathetic,

has

Because although the

she could actually not care less regarding

the details of this distraught young lady's tale.

In fact, this

girl's story is actually geared toward her boy friend who, of
course,

is

It is

not present when she iterates her tale of woe.
the same in fiction.

For example, Victor in

Frankenstein tells his story to Walton, but indirectly his tale
is directed to Elizabeth because she is the person whom
has most injured by his nefarious activities.

Victor

In Melmoth the

W a n d e r e r . M oncada ostensibly tells his tale to John Melmoth.
However, Moncada is indirectly addressing his story to his
family, who function as his secondary narratees, because it is
these people whom Moncada has betrayed and not John Melmoth whom
he barely knows.

So, the concept of secondary narratees becomes

a useful device for interpreting long and complicated narrations
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in highly mediated Gothic novels.
The next aspect of narratees, which Prince discusses in his
essay,

is the functions that narratees serve in literature to

help the reader more fully comprehend the author's material.
Prince writes:
The narratee can, thus, exercise an entire series of
functions in a narrative: he constitutes a relay between
the narrator and the reader, he helps establish the
narrative framework, he serves to characterize the
narrator, he emphasizes certain themes, he contributes to
the development of the plot, he becomes the spokesman for
the moral of the work.

(23)

Indeed, the narratees serve all of these functions in
interpolated Gothic novels; however, the most vital functions
that the narrator/narratee relationships serve in the novels that
I deal with are as follows.

First and foremost, these

narrator/narratee relationships create narrative distance.
Secondly, these narrator/narratee relationships characterize
their narrators, as well as characterizing the narratees to whom
the narrator's story is addressed.

Thirdly, the

narrator/narratee relationships emphasize the major and
subsidiary themes in each of these novels.
The first and most important function that the
narrator/narratee relationships serve in Frankenstein. Mel m o t h .
and Carmilla is that they create narrative distance between both
the author and his supernatural and controversial subject matter
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and between this subject matter and the reader.
I realize that the concept of narrative distance in the
Gothic novel is not a unique one.

However, the traditional

concept of narrative distance in the Gothic novel is usually
based on these criteria: the novel is a framed tale; the story is
removed in time and place; and, a character narrator tells the
tale.

And, I agree that these three elements do contribute to

the narrative distance in highly mediated Gothic novels.
However, my position is that the narratee in his relationship
with the narrator is probably the most important element in
creating narrative distance in highly mediated Gothic novels.
Because the narrator tells his tale to a narratee and not
directly to the reader, this distances the reader from the
narrator's highly improbable story.

The narrator is not asking

the reader to believe his tale; the narrator merely wants his
narratee to believe him.
Yet, by creating this narrative distance, the narratees also
make the highly improbable subject matter of the novel
believable to the reader.

more

This is due to the fact that in each

of these three novels there are "normative" inside and
"normative" outside narratees who are tantamount to the reader.
Thus,

if these normative narratees can believe the narrator's

highly improbable tale then the reader might also believe this
narrator's story without feeling overly gullible or slightly
neurotic.
The second important funtion that the narrator/narratee
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relationships serve in these novels is that they characterize the
narrator who relates the tale; and, in addition, they also
characterize the narratee to whom the narrator's story is
addressed. Indeed, one of the problems with mediated,

and just

about all, Gothic novels is that the author simply does not give
enough information regarding his characters to make a
psychological interpretation appropriate or, at least, allinclusive.

Therefore, a narratological reading, as opposed to a

psychological reading, is sufficient to understand the narrators'
and narratees' characters in most Gothic novels—
in these three novels.

and especially

Nevertheless, even though these narrators

and narratees cannot be analyzed, they can be characterized, and
this is why understanding the narrator/narratee relationships is
of the utmost importance.
The third important function that the narrator/narratee
relationships serve is to emphasize the major themes in these
novels.

In Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla. each narrator by

the narration which he addresses to his narratee relates a story
which depicts, in some way, one of the major themes which the
author is trying to portray in the novel.

In these novels, the

narrator/narratee relationships may underscore one theme,
illustrate another, or contradict yet another.

Thus, the

dominant themes in each novel may be interpreted either
ironically or sincerely by the reader depending on the narratee's
reaction to the narrator's story.
Now, that I have discussed Prince's essay "The Introduction
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to the Study of the Narratee" I will explain why I am applying
Prince's theory to these three Gothic novels: Mary Shelley's
Frankenstein published in 1817; Charles Robert Maturin's Melmoth
the Wanderer published in 1820; and, J. Sheridan Le Fanu's
Carmilla published in 1872.
I have selected these three Gothic novels for two reasons.
First, I have selected these three novels because Frankenstein.
Melmoth. and Carmilla are nineteenth century, English, Gothic
novels which have similar narrative structures.

Indeed, the forms

of these novels are similar because each novel has an overall
narrator who addresses his novel's main story to an outside
narratee.

In addition, each novel has several interpolated tales

told by character narrators to character narratees. Consequently,
these three novels are perfect examples of the Gothic genre to
apply a narratololgical reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee
relationships in order to explicate that these novels do have
artistic merit.

Secondly, I have selected Frankenstein. Melmoth.

and Carmilla because these three Gothic novels embody common
elements in regard to subject matter.
In regard to my first criterion which is heavily mediated
narration, all of these novels contain an highly interpolated
narrative structure.

Thus, they serve as quintessential examples

of the Gothic genre to which to apply a narratological reading
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships. Furthermore, by
doing a narratological reading, the reader or critic will realize
that these novels do have literary merit and are not just popular
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fiction.
In other words, by doing a narratological reading,
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships,
Melmoth. and Carmilla.

I will explicate,

in Frankenstein.

in this study, how the

highly interpolated elements of these novels actually enhance the
reader's appreciation of these works.

Of course, this concept is

a direct refutation of Elizabeth Napier's assertion in her work
The Failure of the Gothic w hich is that in Gothic novels the
"narrative interpolations have an effect of disturbing rather
than orienting the reader"

(19).

Furthermore, by showing how the interpolated tales in
Frankenstein. Melmoth.

and Carmilla enhance the reader's

appreciation of these novels, this type of interpretation also
depicts that the novels' mediated narrations give Frankenstein.
Melmoth. and Carmilla v alidity as artistically refined literary
works, and that these novels are not just throw-away paperbacks,
composed of a series of disconnected narratives,
the Gothic,

as critics of

like Napier, assert. Thus, these novels, as well as

other highly mediated Gothic novels, should be incorporated into
the "literary canon" because as a narratological reading
explicates, these novels may be highly refined tales about
telling tales. Indeed, George Haggerty supports this thesis in
his critical work, Gothic Fiction/Gothic Form, when he argues
that, "Gothic tales succeed where Gothic novels fail, and the
former resolve the inconsistency and incoherence of many Gothic
novels"

(10).
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The second reason that I have selected to discuss these
three Gothic novels, Frankenstein. Melmoth.

and Carmilla. is

because they all embody certain common elements.
First and foremost, each of these novels deals with an anti- hero
who is a Promethean or Faustian overreacher.

Secondly, each of

these novels portrays an anti-hero who has embarked on a negative
quest.

Thirdly, each of these novels depicts a character who

attempts to prolong physical life at the expense of his/her soul.
Indeed, Victor, Melmoth the Wanderer, and Carmilla, all try to
conquer death.

Fourthly, each of these novels explores the

question of good and evil.
However, the concepts of dealing with good and evil change
from the early to the latter part of the nineteenth century. Of
course, because of these differences of opinion between Shelley,
Maturin, and Le Fanu regarding good and evil, this depicts that
these Gothic novels are not just ahistorical, horror stories.
Instead, they are novels, which as Jacqueline Howard suggests in
her work Reading Gothic Fiction, that are "culturally specific”
(15) .
In keeping with the post-Napoleonic era attitude in English
literature,

Shelley in Frankenstein and Maturin in M e l m o t h . as

Romantic Gothic authors, portray good as a passive quality.

In

these two novels, the good people do not act and evil is equated
with despair or impetuous actions.
However,

in the Victorian Gothic novel that I deal with,

Carmilla. the good characters can no longer be passive and just
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wait for circumstances to improve.

Of course, Le Fanu's idea

coincides with the basic political upheavel and the sociological
injustices which prevailed in England after the industrial
revolution.

Therefore,

in Carmilla. Le Fanu describes the good

characters in his novel as being placed in a situation where they
must actively combat the evil of the lesbian vampire, Carmilla,
who symbolizes a basic sex and violence which permeates a
supposedly non-sexual and stable Victorian society.

Indeed in

Carmilla. if General Spielsdorf and the Baron Vordenburg did not
actively seek out and destroy Carmilla, eventually half of the
population of Styria would have become vampires.

Consequently,

each of these authors portrays a philosophical attitude regarding
the concepts of dealing with good and evil of their novels'
respective eras.
Now, that I have discussed Prince's essay regarding
narratees, and why I am applying Prince's theory of
narrator/narratee relationships to these three novels—
Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla— I will proceed to enumerate
the previous critical works which have been done on the Gothic
novel since 1938.

Unfortunately, for the readers of highly

mediated Gothic novels, none of these critics does an in-depth
narratological interpretation of mediated Gothic fiction
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships.

Of course, this

is a hindrance to readers who want to do a more comprehensive
reading of structurally complicated Gothic novels.
In 1938, Montague Summers in his critical work The Gothic
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Quest first discussed the Gothic novel as a viable literary form.
In this initial critical work on the Gothic, Summers states that
the popularity of the Gothic genre was due to its ability to
provide escape from the "troubles and care of everyday life"
13).

(12-

Thus, Summers initiates the trend for interpreting Gothic

novels as an escapist type of literature, with very little
emphasis put on the structure of these novels.

Another major

scholarly work which also discusses the Gothic as an escapist
artistic form is Mario Praz's The Romantic Acrony (1956) .

In his

study, Praz does a psychological interpretation of selected
Gothic novels.
However, the critical work that really incorporates the
Gothic novel into England's literary history is Davendra Varma's
The Gothic Flame (19571.

Varma's work is a history of the Gothic

novel in England citing its origins, efflorescence,
disintegration, and residuary influences. Varma's study is a
valuable critical work for the beginning student of the Gothic
because he enumerates the criteria which make a novel "Gothic."
On a scholarly level, Varma's

classifications of "early,

horrific, and psychological Gothic novels" are useful for a
historical discussion of the Gothic genre.

J.M.S. Tompkins's

The Popular Novel in England 1770- 1800_(1961)

is a carefully

researched study of late eighteenth-century fiction.
Furthermore, Tompkins's critical work was the first attempt to
describe the Gothic in terms of its development of narrative
form.

However, because Tompkins's study is a formalist and not a
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structuralist approach to the Gothic novel, her study does not
undermine a narratological reading of Frankenstein. Melmoth,

and

Carmilla.
Like Praz's interpretation, Eino Railo's The Haunted Castle
(1974)

is another psychological approach to the Gothic.

In his

work, Railo discusses the Gothic castle as tantamount to the
personalities of both the anti-hero and the heroine,
distress," in Gothic fiction.

or "lady in

On the other hand, from a new-

historical perspective, Ronald Paulson in his critical work
Representations of Revolutions 1798-1820

(1981)

interprets the

Gothic as basically a subversive genre.
One of the most illuminating critical works in regard to a
narratological reading of Gothic novels is Margaret Carter's
Spector or Delusion (1987).

In this critical work, Carter

discusses mediated narration as reflecting the attitude of
readers of the Gothic, both past and present, toward the
supernatural.

Carter's work is useful for doing a narratological

interpretation of Gothic fiction because she discusses mediated
narration and its contribution toward establishing the reader's
"willing suspension of disbelief." Robert Kiely in his study The
Romantic Novel in England (1972) discusses Gothic novels and
Romantic novels as if they were the same artistic entity.

Thus,

he negates the importance of the Gothic novel as a distinctive
genre.
Another psychological interpretation of the Gothic is
Elizabeth MacAndrew's the Gothic Tradition in Fiction

(19791. In
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this work, MacAndrew does a Freudian reading of selected Gothic
novels;

in which,

she perceives the Gothic as a precursor to the

work of Freud in its appeal to a supposedly eternal facet of the
human psychic make-up (Howard 18). Unfortuately, MacAndrew does
not give narratees the credit which they deserve in highly
mediated Gothic novels,

like Frankenstein, because she equates

the narratee with the reader. Because she does not appreciate the
importance of narratees, MacAndrew misreads Frankenstein in that
she contends that Margaret Saville and the reader are one and the
same entity.
Elizabeth Napier in her critical work The Failure of the
Gothic

(19871 asserts that the Gothic is essentially a

disjunctional art form because it is "formally and stylistically
marked by disequilibrium"

(5).

Hopefully, my study will refute

Napier's criticism of the Gothic novel as structurally confusing.
Marilyn Gaull's English Romanticism (1988)

is a historical

interpretation of the English Romantic poets, the Romantic
theatre, and the Gothic novel.
the historicl,

Gaull's critical work discusses

social, cultural,

intellectual, philosophical,

political, economic,

artistic, and scientic backgrounds

of Romantic literature.
From the archetypal perspective, George Richard Thompson's
The Gothic Imagination: Essays in Dark Romanticism (1974)

is an

illuminating critical work on the Gothic novel which is
unfortunately no longer published.

Thompson's book is composed

of a series of essays which discuss the Gothic novel as the dark
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side of the Romantic imagination.

In one of these essays, Robert

Hume introduces the idea of the Gothic hero as an anti-hero who
has embarked on a negative quest which is diametrically opposed
to the positive quest of the traditional hero.

Hume's concept of

the anti-hero is extremely useful for interpretating the mythical
aspects of the protagonists in Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
Carmilla.
William Patrick Day's In the Circles of Fear and Desire
(1985)

is a study of Gothic fantasy.

Day contends that fear and

desire make the Gothic text enjoyable for the modern reader.
Day's analysis of homosexual desire in Carmilla is beneficial for
a feminist interpretation of this novel. Jacqueline Howard's
Reading Gothic Fiction (19941 is a Bakhtinian approach to the
Gothic.

In this work, Howard discusses "Bakhtin's concept of

heteroglossia and its plural dimensions of reading Gothic
fiction"

(Howard 44).

Howard suggests that the Gothic novel is a

viable literary form because due to its heteroglossic qualities
it can be viewed in a different context by each generation of
readers. George Haggerty's Gothic Fiction/Gothic Form fl987) is a
deconstructionist, psychological reading of selected American and
English Gothic tales including Frankenstein.

Haggerty's thesis

is that the form of the Gothic tale mirrors its content.

So,

even though the form of the Gothic is fragmented and
disjunctional, nevertheless,

it still has literary merit because

the content of Gothic fiction is tantamount to that of a dream
portrayed in literary form. And, although Haggerty's thesis is
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diametrically opposed to a structural interpretation of Gothic
fiction, he does make some valid observations about the
subjective nature of the tripartite narrations in Frankenstein.
Since 1972, one hundred and sixty critical works have been
published in an attempt to interpret Mary Shelley's Frankenstein.
These criticisms vary in focus from Christopher Small's Tracing
the Myth (1972) which is an archetypal reading of Shelley's novel
to H.L. Malchow's article "Frankenstein's Monster and Images of
Race in Nineteenth-Century Britain," published in Past and
Present (1993), which is a rather innovative new-historical
interpretation of the novel.
However, out of all of these diverse readings,

in addition

to Haggerty's article "Frankenstein and the Unnameable," I found
only three critical works helpful for my research on
Frankenstein.

The first is William Walling's article about

Frankenstein in his work Mary Shelley (1972). In this critical
work, Walling discusses how the novel's thematic content is
intrinsically interwoven with the
Frankenstein.

narrative structure of

Another article which is extremely important for

doing a psychological reading of Frankenstein is Richard Dunn's
"Narrative Distance in Frankenstein"

(1974).

In this article,

Dunn suggests that Victor and the monster are both figments of
Walton's imagination.

However, Dunn does not develop this idea

by explaining what elements in the novel make this a feasible
reading of the text.

However, after a careful study of the

narrator/narratee relationships, I explain in my dissertation how
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all of the three narrators in Frankenstein are actually the same
person.

The third critical work which is useful for a feminist

reading of this novel is Anne Mellor/s Romanticism and Feminism
(1988).

Mellor's critique of Elizabeth's personality is

enlightening for interpreting Victor's wife, who functions as his
secondary narratee during his tale to Walton, from a feminist
perspective.
Since 1975, the two most interesting articles published on
Melmoth the Wanderer in regard to a structural interpretation
are: David Eggenschwiler's "Melmoth the Wanderer: Gothic on
Gothic"

(1975); and Jack Null's "Structure and Theme in Melmoth

the Wanderer" (1977).
In regard to Carmilla. in addition to Day's discussion of
this novel in his critical work In the Circles of Fear and
Desire, two of the most interesting criticisms for an insightful
view of vampire literature are: James Twithchell's The Living
Dead (1981), and Phyllis Roth's casebook entitled Bram Stoker
(1982).

Twitchell's work is an exploration of the prevalence and

meanings of the vampire in the works of the major Romantic poets
and in nineteenth century prose. Roth's critical work is
essentially a study of Bram Stoker; nevertheless, she does
provide some excellent insights into Le Fanu's novel by
describing how extensively Dracula is based on Carmilla.
Even though the above critical works were beneficial
my research on the Gothic; nevertheless,

out of all of

literary critics, only three attempt to do a

for

these

narratological
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reading of Frankenstein. Melmoth. and

Carmilla.

narratological reading of Melmoth the

W a n derer. and Walling does

a narratological reading of
does narratological
Carmilla.
reading, a
a

The other

Frankenstein.

N ull does a

And. Margaret Carter

readings of Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
critics do either an old or new-historical

biographical reading, a psychological interpretation,

Bakhtinian interpretation, or, in Mellor's case, a feminist

reading.

Of the three critics that do a narratological

reading,

only Margaret Carter in Spector or Delusion deals

with the

narrator/narratee relationships in Gothic novels.

The other

critics, Null and Walling, only deal with the

narrators.

In Spector or Delusion. Carter has two chapters discussing
the narratees in Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla.

However,

Carter basically describes the narratees in Melmoth.
Frankenstein, and Carmilla as being different from the reader.
Carter does not do an extensive

narratological interpretation of

each of these novels with an emphasis on the narrator/narratee
relationships which I do in my dissertation.
After perusing the spectrum of critical works on the Gothic
novel, one realizes that very little emphasis has been put on a
narratological reading of Gothic fiction.

This is unfortunate

because a narratological reading, emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships,

is a vital element for a better

understanding of all heavily mediated Gothic novels and
especially these three novels— Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
Carmilla.

Furthermore, after an initial narratological

R eproduced with perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ith o u t perm ission.

23
interpretation, the reader can then proceed to do other, more
innovative readings of these novels and all highly mediated
Gothic fiction.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Narrator/Narratee Relationships in Mary Shelley's
Frankenstein
In Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, three narrators relate the
events of the novel.

Robert Walton, the would-be Arctic explor

er, narrates the prologue and the epilogue.

Victor Frankenstein,

the creator of the monster, ostensibly narrates the interior
twenty-four chapters of the novel.

However, within these

twenty-four chapters, Victor allows the monster,

in first person

narration, to narrate chapters eleven to sixteen.
Furthermore,

in Frankenstein, none of the narrators, Walton,

Victor or the monster tells his tale directly to the reader.
Instead, each narrator iterates his story to a specific and
clearly defined narratee or narratees.
sister, Margaret Saville,

in London.

Walton writes to his
Victor tells his tale to

Walton with Elizabeth, his dead wife, functioning as his second
ary narratee.

The monster relays his story to Victor, his

creator and disowner.

In addition, at the conclusion of the

novel, the monster addresses Walton who functions as his final
narratee.

Because Walton, Victor and the monster each tell their

stories to clearly defined narratees, and not directly to the
reader, not just the narrators, but the narrator/narratee rela
tionships in Frankenstein should be considered.
Gerald Prince in his essay "The Introduction to the Study of
the Narratee" writes,
(7).

"few critics have dealt with the narratee"

Unfortunately, this is true regarding Mary Shelley's
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Frankenstein.

Critics such as William Walling, Richard Dunn,

George Haggerty, and Margaret Carter who do narratological
readings of Frankenstein essentially only deal with the narra
tors.
However, Frankenstein is more a tale about telling tales
than it is a novel about characterization or action.

Consequent

ly, the person to whom the tale is told— the narratee— is just as
important as the person who tells the story— the narrator.
Therefore,

for an initial, comprehensive understanding of Fran

kenstein. the narrator/narratee relationships should be consid
ered.

In addition, by reading Frankenstein from the perspective

of the narrator/narratee relationships, the reader can more fully
appreciate other, more innovative interpretations of this novel.
According to Gerald Prince, the narratee in his relationship
with his narrator performs several vital functions in a novel.
Prince writes:
The narratee can thus, exercise an entire series of
functions in a narrative: he constitutes a relay be
tween the narrator and the reader, he helps establish
the narrative framework, he serves to characterize the
narrator, he emphasizes certain themes, he contributes
to the development of the plot, he becomes the spokes
man for the moral of the work.

(23)

However, as in Melmoth and Carmilla. the most important
functions that the narrator/narratee relationships serve in
Frankenstein are that: they characterize their narrators, and
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they characterize the narratees to whom the narrator's tales are
addressed; they emphasize a major theme in the novel; and, they
constitute a relay between the narrator and the reader.
over,

More

in addition to creating a relay between the narrator and

the reader,

in Frankenstein the narrator/narratee relationships

also create distance between Mary Shelley and her supernatural
and controversial subject matter and between this subject matter
and the reader.
The first important function that the narratees— Margaret,
Walton, Elizabeth and Victor— within the narrator/narratee
relationships in Frankenstein perform is that each narratee helps
to characterize his respective narrator— Walton, Victor, and the
monster.

The reader becomes more fully aware of each narrator's

character because of the way in which his narration is presented
to and received by his narratee.

Prince writes,

"the relations

that a narrator-character establishes with his narratee reveal as
much— if not more— about his character than any other element in
the narrative"

(22) .

In addition, the narrator/narratee rela

tionships help more fully to characterize the narratee to whom
the narrator tells his story.

Prince writes,

"...the portrait of

a narratee emerges above all from the narrative addressed to him"

(12 ).
Also, the narrative structure of Frankenstein is further
unified in that two of the narrators, Walton and Victor, also
function as character narratees.

Prince writes,

"Often instead

of addressing— explicitly or implicitly— a narratee who is not a
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character, the narrator recounts his story to someone who is"
(10).

Consequently, we learn about Victor's character and

Walton's character by the way that they receive a story, as well
as by the way that they tell it.
A second type of narratee in Frankenstein is Elizabeth,
Victor's secondary narratee.
character narratee,

However, even though Elizabeth is a

she is a unique type of character narratee

because she is deceased at the time that Victor's narration is
indirectly addressed to her.

Nevertheless, this concept of dead

primary or secondary narratees is not unusual in Gothic novels.
For example in

Melmoth the Wanderer. Alonzo Moncada translates

Adonijah's manuscript with Immalee's skeleton as his narratee.
Also,

in M e l m o t h . even though Alonzo's initial narration is

addressed to John Melmoth, Moncada's dead family functions as his
secondary narratees.
However, an interesting aspect of secondary narratees, at
least in the novels that I deal with— Frankenstein. M e l m o t h . and
Carmilla— is that these narratees are either deceased or unavail
able at the time that the narrator's story is addressed to them.
Indeed, this is unfortunate.

Because unlike the primary

narratees, these secondary narratees are usually the only charac
ters who can comment on the validity of the narrator's story.

In

addition, these secondary narratees are in some way vital to the
alleviation of the narrator's guilt; whereas, the primary narra
tees are not.
However,

since Elizabeth in Frankenstein and the other
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secondary narratees, who I discuss in Melmoth are either dead or
unavailable when the narrators' tales are addressed to them, they
can neither confirm nor deny their narrators' stories.

And, most

importantly they cannot exonerate their narrator's sense of
guilt.
However,
narratees,

in addition to their exclusive functions, secondary

like Elizabeth in Frankenstein, are important to the

narration which is addressed to them because they also serve the
same functions as primary narratees.

Consequently, the reader

gains further insights into Victor's character by the signals
which he addresses to Elizabeth even though she is a secondary,
posthumous narratee.

Also, the reader becomes more fully aware

of Elizabeth's character because of the way Victor expects her to
receive his story.
A third type of narratee in Frankenstein is Mrs. Saville,
Walton's narratee, who functions as an outside narratee because
she is neither a character, nor a narrator in the novel.

Conse

quently, the reader must form his opinion of Walton by the
letters which Walton writes to his sister.

Nevertheless, from

these letters to Mrs. Saville, the reader can construe an accu
rate characterization of Walton.

In addition, the reader can

ascertain a rather complete view of Walton's background simply
from the material which he chooses to include in his letters to
his sister.

Even though the reader does not meet Mrs. Saville,

nevertheless, the reader has a good idea of her values and her
attitude toward Walton because of the material which Walton
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includes in his letters to her.
In addition to characterizing the narrators and their
narratees, the narrator/narratee relationships in Frankenstein
also function to emphasize a major theme in the novel.
writes,

Prince

"the relations between the narrator and the narratee in a

text may underscore one theme,
yet another"

(22).

illustrate another, or contradict

A major theme in Frankenstein, and a preva

lent one regardless of the interpretation, is the disastrous
consequences of excessive ambition and the dehumanizing effect
that this Promethean overreaching can have on the individual.
William Walling in his article on Frankenstein discusses
each narrator as depicting a variation on this theme of ambition
(28-40).

However, a fact that Walling overlooks is that the

narratees also depict variations on this theme.

Consequently,

because of the narrator/narratee relationships, the narrative
structure of the novel is intrinsically interwoven with this
theme of excessive ambition and Promethean overreaching.
In Frankenstein, each narrator/narratee relationship in some
way illustrates, contradicts or underscores this theme.

This

Promethean theme is depicted by the narrators in that Victor is
the accomplished Promethean and Robert Walton is the failed
Promethean.

In addition, the monster can be seen as the horrific

result of Victor's excessive ambition or Promethean experimenta
tion.

In addition to the three narrators, the four narratees

also provide variations on this theme.
reconciled by Walton, Victor's narratee.

Ultimately, this theme is
At the conclusion of
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the novel, Walton appears to be so affected by Victor's narration
that for the benefit of his crew, he abandons his Arctic explora
tions and returns to London.
The third important function that the narrator/narratee
relationships in Frankenstein serve is that they create narrative
distance between Mary Shelley and her controversial and supernat
ural subject matter and between this subject matter and the
reader.

Prince writes regarding narrator/narratee relationships

that, "the effect of this relationship is to make the narrative
seem more natural.

The narratee like the narrator plays an

undeniable verisimilating role"

(22).

By filtering the plot of

Frankenstein through three narrators and four narratees, and
creating distance between the author and the reader regarding the
story's most fantastic elements, Mary Shelley makes her novel
more believable.

Mary Shelly is not asking the reader to believe

her story; rather, she is merely introducing narrators who are
satisfied if their narratees believe their tales.
Also, because of the narrator/narratee relationships which
create distance between Shelly and her subject matter and between
this subject matter and the reader, Mary Shelley presents the
novel as a story and not as a philosophical treatise or a social
criticism.

Indeed, without the mediated narrative structure,

Frankenstein conceivably could be read as a philosophical trea
tise preaching against the rational humanism of William Godwin.
Then too, without the mediated narrative framework,

Franken

stein could be read as a sociological criticism warning against

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

31
the inevitable moral consequences of an unchecked experimental
Prometheanism and scientific materialism (Bloom 216).

The

heavily mediated narrative structure of the novel prevents the
reader from assuming that the opinions of the characters are the
opinions of the author.
Therefore, the narrator/narratee relationships in Fran
kenstein serve three vital functions: they characterize the
narrators and the narratees to whom the narrator's tales are
told; they emphasize a major theme of the novel; and, they create
narrative distance between Shelley and her supernatural and
controversial subject matter and between this subject matter and
the reader.
Frankenstein begins with four letters which Robert Walton
writes to his sister, Margaret Saville,

in London.

Walton's

letters to his sister immediately set up a distance between
Walton as a narrator and the reader.

This distance is estab

lished because Mary Shelley does not have Walton address the
reader directly.

Instead, Shelley introduces a narrator who

addresses his narration to Margaret Saville, a specific narratee.
Furthermore, narrative distance is established because Shelley is
not asking the reader to believe Walton's story; rather,

Shelley

is introducing a narrator who is satisfied if his narratee
believes his highly improbable narration.
Consequently, Mary Shelley has immediately established a
distance from her reader in that she has framed the novel with
not only a narrator telling the story but a narratee receiving
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the story.

However,

it is significant that as a narratee, Mrs.

Saville, represents traditional, middle class values; therefore,
she is tantamount to Shelley's implied reader.
From the letters that Walton writes to Margaret,

it is

obvious that she is an upper-middle class and well-educated
person.

In addition,

she is similar to the implied reader in

that she is sufficiently cautious regarding Walton's Arctic
explorations.

Furthermore, Mrs. Saville is tantamount to Shel

ley's implied reader in that initially she is too rational to
believe a story about Victor Frankenstein and his horrific
creation.
Ultimately,

if Walton can convince Margaret that his tale is

true, then other rational, middle class readers might also
believe that Mary Shelley's novel is true.
Gothic fiction,

In highly mediated

if the normative outside narratee,

in this case

Mrs. Saville, believes the narrator's highly improbable narration
then the reader might also believe the author's tale without
feeling overly gullible or slightly neurotic.
In addition to establishing narrative distance,

from Wal

ton's letters to Margaret, the reader also becomes acquainted
with Walton's character.

Then too, in these letters, Walton also

describes his own characteristics which the reader later discov
ers Walton shares with the other two narrators, Victor and the
mo n s t e r .
In his first letter, Walton writes to his sister that he is
embarking on an enterprise "which you have regarded with such
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evil forebodings"

(15).

Immediately, the reader realizes that

Walton is undertaking this exploration much to his sister's
dismay.

However, Walton continues to give his sister a very

positive description of his impending explorations.

Walton

writes regarding his forthcoming Arctic exploration:
I shall satiate my ardent curiosity with the sight of a
part of the world never before visited, and may tread a
land never before imprinted by the foot of man.

These

are my enticements, and they are sufficient to conquer
all fear of danger or death and to induce me to com
mence this laborious voyage with the joy a child feels
when he embarks in a little boat, with holiday mates,
on an expedition or discovery up his native river.

(16)

For Margaret's benefit, Walton initially trivializes the
dangers which his Arctic explorations involve.

Possibly, this

initial trivialization is to make the final dangers which he
encounters appear more significant to her.
In the latter part of his first letter, Walton reminds his
sister of his failed career as a poet and how he has been prepar
ing for six years for this adventure.

He explains that he is not

undertaking this adventure for personal glory but for "the
inestimable benefit which I shall confer on all mankind"

(16).

Interestingly enough, even in Walton's initial letter to
Margaret, his sentiments foreshadow Victor's rationalizations.
Both Victor and Walton contend that they are ambitious for the
good of mankind and not from motives of personal glory.

Also,
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Walton,

like Victor, minimizes the risks involved in scientific

explorations and discoveries.

Indeed Walton, like Victor before

the monster's creation, does not realize that excessive ambition
combined with Promethean experimentation can have disastrous
consequences.
Then too, from Walton's initial letter to his sister, the
reader realizes that Walton is highly defensive because of his
past failures.
ambition.

In addition to being ambitious, Walton,

Frankenstein,
sister,

However, he is also consumed with excessive

is also pompous.

like Victor

In his first letter, he asks his

"Do I not deserve to accomplish some great purpose"

Also, the reader learns by this first letter that Walton,
Victor,

(17).

like

is rebelling against his father's wishes by his actions.

Walton writes:
My education was neglected, yet I was passionately fond
of reading.

These volumes were my study day and night,

and my familiarity with them increased that regret
which I had felt, as a child, on learning that my
father's dying injunction had forbidden my uncle to
allow me to embark on a seafaring life.

(16)

From the information that Walton relays to his sister in his
first letter, the reader can characterize Walton's personality.
Then too, the reader becomes aware of Walton's character traits
which are later depicted in Victor Frankenstein.

Walton and

Victor are both pompous, excessively ambitious, and rebellious.
In Walton's second letter to Margaret, he foreshadows the

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

35
monster's sentiments of isolation,
even one friend.

Walton writes,

loneliness, and the lack of

"I desire the company of a man

who could sympathize with me, whose eyes would reply to min e ”
(18).

And, Walton's desire is soon realized when his ship

rescues Victor Frankenstein.
In Walton's fourth letter to Margaret, he describes his
initial meeting with Victor.

This letter provides the reader

with a characterization of Victor before the reader hears V i c 
tor's tale which is narrated to Walton.

Walton writes the

following to Margaret regarding Victor.
For my own part, I begin to love him as a brother, and
his constant deep grief fills me with sympathy and
compassion.

He must have been a noble creature in his

better days, being even now in wreck so attractive and
amiable.

(25).

Consequently, the reader's first image of Victor is not just
Walton's opinion of him, but what Walton wants to tell Margaret
about him.

Indeed, Walton portrays Victor to his sister in a

favorable way either because Walton really loves and admires him,
or simply because Walton wants to emphasize to Margaret that even
the best of men can encounter disaster.
Evidently, by the description of Victor that Walton relays
to Margaret, his narratee, Walton appears to be inordinately
concerned with Margaret's opinion of Victor.

Possibly, Walton

depicts Victor in a favorable manner because he is presenting
Victor to Margaret as a type of alter-ego to himself.

Indirect
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ly, Walton is suggesting to Margaret that if this admirable man
could encounter disaster because of his Promethean experimenta
tion, she should consider what could happen to a mediocre person
like himself.

Thus, by using Victor's failure as an example,

Walton is rationalizing his own failure to Margaret.
In addition to characterizing Walton as a narrator and
relaying narrative distance, Walton's fourth letter to Margaret
also emphasizes a major theme in Frankenstein which is the
disastrous consequences of excessive ambition and the dehumaniz
ing effect that this Promethean overreaching can have on the
individual.

Walton writes that Victor is going to tell his story

to him so that Walton will not make the same mistakes that Victor
has made.

Walton writes:

Yesterday, the stranger said to me,"You may easily
perceive, Captain Walton, that I have suffered great
and unparalleled misfortunes.

I had determined at one

time that the memory of these evils should die with me,
you have won me to alter my determination.

You see for

knowledge and wisdom, as I once did; and I ardently
hope that the gratification of your wishes may not be a
serpent to sting you, as mine have been.

I do not know

that the relation of my disasters will be useful to
you; yet, when I reflect that you are pursuing the same
course, exposing yourself to the same dangers which
have rendered me what I am, I imagine that you may
deduce an apt moral from my tale, one that might direct
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you if you succeed in your undertaking and console you
in case of failure."

(28)

Thus, Walton is an example of Prince's definition of, "the
narratee-character who can represent for the narration someone
more or less essential, more or less irreplaceable as a narratee"
(19).

Victor clearly states that Walton is the only person to

whom he would tell his story.

To tell his story, Victor needs a

narratee with a particularly sympathetic and overreaching
personality.

Also, Victor needs a narratee who is acquainted

with the powers of nature and the destructive elements inherent
in these natural powers.

However, ultimately Victor claims that

he is relaying his tale to Walton because he feels that Walton
can benefit from his story regarding the evils of Promethean
overreaching and the destructive consequences of irresponsible
scientific experimentation.
Indeed, after hearing Victor's story, Walton seems to feel
that Victor's ambition and its consequences parallel his own
ambition.

Walton realizes or rationalizes that to seek adventure

and personal glory at the risk of his life and the lives of his
crew parallels Victor's more intense searchings.
failed Promethean, returns to society.

Walton, the

Also, after reiterating

Victor's story to Margaret, Walton assumes that he can return
home without being categorized as a failure.
These four letters that Walton writes to Margaret comprise
the prologue of the novel.

The next interpolated tale in Fran

kenstein is Victor's narration to Walton with Elizabeth, Victor's

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urth er reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

38
dead wife, functioning as his secondary narratee.

Victor's

narration to Walton and Elizabeth encompasses the interior
twenty-four chapters of the novel and constitutes the second and
third frames of narrator/narratee relationships in Frankenstein.
During the course of Victor's narration, Walton, as the
primary narratee, functions as a relay between Victor and the
reader.

Mary Shelley is once again removing her story from the

reader in that the reader is not expected to believe Victor's
story.

Indeed, Victor is dubious about Walton, his narratee,

believing his tale.
At the beginning of his narration, Victor tells Walton,
"Were we among the tamer scenes of nature I might fear to encoun
ter unbelief, perhaps your ridicule: but many things will appear
possible in these wild and mysterious regions which would provoke
the laughter of those unacquainted with the ever-varied powers of
nature"

(28) .

So, the validity of Victor's story is qualified

for his narratee, just as Shelley's story is qualified and
removed from the reader.
Like Walton in his relationship with Margaret, Victor also
reveals his personality through his relationship with Walton.
Throughout his narration, Victor is portrayed as pompous, ambi
tious, insensitive, and irresponsible.

Ironically, Victor

reveals all his bad qualities during the course of his narration
when actually he is trying to impress Walton.
Prince writes regarding narrator/narratee relationships
that,

"From the very beginning, the narrator tries to anticipate
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his narratee's objections, to dominate him, and to convince him"
(22).

This can be seen in Frankenstein where Victor tries to

anticipate Walton's objections, to dominate him, and to convince
him.

Ironically, even though Victor does convince Walton that he

is an admirable person, he does not impress the reader as being a
well-intentioned individual.
Also, it is obvious from his narration that Victor does feel
more responsible than he admits to Walton because his narrative
abounds with over-justifications.

Prince writes about narrators

in their tales to their narratees that:
Over-justification always provide us with interesting
details about the narrator's personality, even though
they often do so in an indirect way; in overcoming the
narratee's defenses in prevailing over his prejudices,
in allaying his apprehensions, they reveal them.

(15)

Indeed, this is true of Victor's narration to Walton.
Victor constantly over-justifies his actions to Walton; however,
this is not necessary in that Walton believes Victor's rational
izations.

Nevertheless, Victor's over-justifications do become

tedious to the reader.
The reason that Walton is an overly sympathetic narratee is
because he and Victor are so much alike.

Both possess inordinate

pride and both rationalize their excessive ambition by claiming
that they are acting, not from motives of personal glory but
rather,

for the good of mankind.

Also, both Victor and Walton

alienate themselves from family and society to pursue their
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goals.
In addition, Victor and Walton have similar familial rela
tionships.

Walton has an unusually close relationship with his

sister, Margaret Saville.
Elizabeth.

Victor marries his adopted sister,

Walton is a failed poet.

Clerval, Victor's best

friend, was a poet.
These similarities are important for two reasons.

The

initial reason is that these similarities between the narrator,
Victor, and his narratee, Walton, account for the discrepancy
between Walton's opinion of Victor and the reader's opinion of
Victor.

In addition, these similarities are important if one

interprets the novel in a psychological manner with the monster
and Victor as projections of Walton's imagination.
In addition to creating narrative distance and characteriz
ing Victor, Victor's narration to Walton also provides an inter
esting variation on the novel's major theme of excessive ambition
combined with Promethean experimentation.

Ostensibly, Victor's

narration is a warning to Walton about the uncontrollable evils
of excessive ambition and Promethean experimentation, and this
tale has a positive effect on Walton.

Margaret Carter writes,

"Walton warned by the tale which Victor unfolds to him, avoids
ruination by turning back to the ordinary world of human affairs
and forswearing the quest for things beyond humanity's natural
limits"

(67).

However, the novel's major theme becomes ironic in regard to
Victor because Victor's downfall appears to be brought about more
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by his irresponsible and duplicitous personality which combined
with his Promethean experimentations leads to his ruination.
Indeed, even in his relationship with Walton, Victor is
duplicitous.

Albeit, Victor does intend his tale to serve as a

warning to Walton.

However, Victor also has two ulterior motives

for relaying his tale to Walton.

Victor is also telling Walton

his story because he wants Walton to record his memoirs.

In

addition, Victor wants Walton to kill the monster if Walton
should encounter him.
Then too, Victor and Walton provide interesting variations
on the theme of Promethean overreaching in regard to moral
culpability and the extent to which both narrator and narratee
are estranged from society.

Because of his unnatural aspira

tions, Victor is more morally culpable than Walton.

Victor's

ambition exceeds Walton's in that he desired "to learn the
secrets of life and death"

(43) .

In a way, Walton flatters

himself by suggesting that Victor's failure is a rationalization
for his own failure.

Indeed, the termination of an Arctic

exploration is hardly tantamount to Victor's bungled experiment
whereby he created a monster.
Ultimately, because of Victor's desire to learn the secrets
of life and death which subsequently leads to his creating life,
Victor is more estranged from society than Walton.

Consequently,

Walton, who is the failed Promethean can return to society;
however, Victor, the accomplished Promethean,
ed from normal, human relationships.

is forever alienat

Nevertheless, Victor goes
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to great lengths to convince Walton that at one time he was a
responsible member of society and an admirable person who was
merely a victim of excessive ambition combined with malevolent
fate.

And Walton believes Victor; however, the reader does not.
In his narration to Walton, Victor describes his experiments

in gruesome detail.

Victor says, "Who shall conceive the horror

of my secret toil as I dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the
grave or tortured the living animal to animate the lifeless clay"
(53).

However, when the creature comes to life, Victor realizes

the horrific result of his excessive ambition.

Victor says,

"The

beauty of my dream vanished and breathless horror and disgust
filled my heart"

(56).

Victor tells Walton that he fled from

"the demonic corpse" to which he had given life.
Although the reader realizes the irresponsibility of this
action, Victor will not admit to Walton that this is his second
mistake and compounds his original crime.

By abandoning the

creature that he has created, Victor inadvertently causes the
death of everyone he loves, and eventually he brings about his
own destruction.
Nevertheless, Victor does not justify his abandonment of the
monster to Walton because he does not have to.

Victor does not

have to justify his abandonment to Walton because Walton per
ceives the monster exactly as Victor does.

Both narrator and

narratee interpret the monster as merely a malevolent force and a
force for which Victor is not responsible.

Consequently, the

monster's creation and abandonment by Victor takes on an ironic
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aspect for the reader because the reader realizes that the
monster is Victor's responsibility even though Victor and Walton
do not.
Victor tells Walton that for a short period of time, after
the monster's creation, he actually deluded himself into thinking
that he was free from the monster.

However, when Victor hears

about his brother William's death, and learns that his friend,
Justine,

is going to be hanged for the murder, he begins to

realize the consequences of his actions.
Walton,

Victor confesses to

"I bore a hell within me which nothing could extin

guish. ..William and Justine, the first hapless victims of my
unhallowed arts"

(85).

And Victor succeeds in expounding these

rationalizations because Walton, his narratee, does not question
him concerning why he did not either try to confine the monster
or, at least, warn others regarding the monster's existence.
Subsequently, Victor recounts to Walton the agonies of
conscience which he endured knowing that he had turned the
creature loose on society.

And, of course, Victor describes his

agonies to Walton as if they were totally unwarranted.

Like

Walton, Victor is not introspective, and he is not very good at
analyzing his true feelings.

Therefore, Victor really does not

believe that the monster is his responsibility and that he is
morally culpable for abandoning his creation.
Ironically, rather than taking responsibility for the
monster, Victor merely dreads the fiend's next attack.
tells Walton,

Victor

"I had been the author of unalterable evils, and I
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lived in daily fear lest the monster whom I had created should
perpetrate some new wickedness"

(87).

Nevertheless, Victor does

not take any positive actions to prevent the monster's crimes.
Eventually, the monster confronts Victor and pleads with
Victor to create a companion for him.

The monster says, "I was

benevolent and good, misery made me a fiend...Make me happy and I
shall again be virtuous"

(98).

Ironically, by his abandonment of

the monster, Victor indirectly causes the monster to be as
selfish as he is.

Just as Victor did not consider his family or

society in general when he created the monster, the monster does
not consider the dangers to society when he pleads with Victor to
create a mate for him.

The monster's request for a mate adds a

new dimension to the theme of Promethean experimentation because
now Victor is asked to compound his original crime.
Nevertheless, the creation of another monster would solve
Victor's problems and would placate the monster.

However,

in the

process of creating a female monster, Victor suddenly abandons
the project.

Victor is ambiguous regarding why he decided not to

complete the female monster.

However, ostensibly, Victor tells

Walton that he did not want to compound his original crime.
this action is admirable on Victor's behalf.

And

However, Victor

continues to be irresponsible in that he makes no alternative
provisions to pacify the monster.

Consequently, after Victor

destroys the body of the partially formed female monster,

for

revenge, the monster kills Victor's friend, Clerval, and Victor's
wife, Elizabeth.
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After his wife's death, Victor realizes that he must destroy
the monster.

Indeed,

it is unusual that Victor did not come to

this conclusion sooner.

Until the monster kills all of Victor's

loved ones, Victor actually believes that the monster will simply
vanish, and he will not be accountable for the results of his
Promethean experimentation.

Walton can identify with this

attitude because he cannot foresee the possible dangers of his
Arctic explorations.
The pursuit of the monster terminates with both Victor and
his creature roaming around a frozen, Arctic waste land.
However, Victor can neither capture nor kill the monster.

In the

final stage of Victor's pursuit when he is near death, Walton's
ship rescues him, and Victor reiterates his story to Walton.
Prince writes that in a novel,

"the narratee-character can

be more or less influenced by the narrative addressed to him"
(18).

Walton is definitely a narratee who is affected by the

narration which he hears.

William Walling writes:

Thus, the over-all import of Frankenstein's tale— its
tripartite structure of fierce ambition, unparalleled
achievement, and the frightful personal cost— provides
a paradigm for Walton powerful enough to transform (at
least temporarily) his system of values.

(38).

Ultimately, Walton's system of values could be defined as
those of the "Romantic quest hero" who according to Northrop Frye
isolates himself by his self-conscious search for "a secret,
perilous, and forbidden knowledge"

(Fry 106).

After hearing
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Victor's story, Walton abandons this negative quest in that he
terminates his Arctic explorations and returns to England.
However, even though Victor's tale inhibits Walton, Victor
never really admits that excessive ambition, combined with
Promethean experimentation, per se, can be dangerous and destruc
tive.

Victor says to Walton,

"seek happiness in tranquility and

avoid ambition, even if it be only the apparently innocent one of
distinguishing yourself in science and discoveries"

(206).

Nevertheless Victor immediately qualifies this remark by saying,
"Yet why do X say this?

I have myself been biased in these

hopes, yet another may succeed"

(206).

Even though Victor does

not re-assess his value system, Walton, his narratee, definitely
modifies his values.
Elizabeth, Victor's dead wife, is the secondary narratee to
whom Victor sub-consciously or indirectly addresses his tale.
Generally,

in Gothic novels, a narrator tells his narration to a

narratee because he seeks a release from a story by telling it.
And, this is true of Victor Frankenstein.
However, Victor dies a tortured man because Walton, his
primary narratee, cannot alleviate his guilt.

Because Victor has

wronged Elizabeth and not Walton, only Elizabeth can exorcise
Victor's troubled conscience.

Unfortunately, Elizabeth cannot

comment on Victor's narration because she is deceased when Victor
relays his story to her.

Nevertheless, Victor's narration with

Elizabeth as his secondary narratee plays an important part in
the novel for the following reasons: to relay narrative distance,
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to characterize Victor, and, to emphasize the major theme of the
novel.
As in Victor's narration to Walton, Victor's narration to
Elizabeth creates distance between Mary Shelley and her subject
matter and between this subject matter and the reader.
narration to Elizabeth,

if it were not mediated,

Victor's

could be read as

a philosophical commentary negating the rational-humanism of
William Godwin, Mary Shelley's father.
In the beginning of his tale to Elizabeth, Victor reminisces
about their perfect "Godwinian" childhood.

Victor says regarding

his parents:
I was their plaything and their idol, and something
better— their child.

. . With this deep consciousness

of what they owed towards the being to which they had
given life, added to the active spirit of tenderness
that animated both, it may be imagined that while
during every hour of my infant life I received a lesson
of patience, of charity, and of self-control,

I was so

guided by a silken cord that all seemed but one train
of enjoyment to me.

(33)

Evidently, since Victor's parents adopted Elizabeth,
received a similar upbringing.
Victor says,

Regarding Elizabeth's adoption,

"On the evening previous to her being brought to my

home, my mother had said playfully,
my Victor"

she

(35).

'I have a pretty present for

Consequently, Victor and Elizabeth were raised

as "cousins" with the hope that some day they would be married.
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Ironically, even with their identical rearings, Elizabeth
grows up to be a kind, considerate, and loving person; however,
Victor does not.
ently,

Because Elizabeth and Victor mature so differ

Shelley implies, that contrary to Godwin's philosophy, a

perfect childhood does not necessarily mean that an individual
will develop into an admirable person.
Then too, Mary Shelley is negating Godwin's contention that
all vice is merely an error in judgment.

According to Godwin,

if

an individual is properly raised and well-educated, he will not
engage in criminal or anti-social actions.

And although, God

win's philosophy is substantiated by Elizabeth, this rationalhuman ism is not exemplified by Victor Frankenstein.

Not only

does Victor create a monster, but he is so irresponsible that he
abandons the creature and indirectly causes the destruction of
his family and eventually himself.
Victor confesses at the end of his narration that all the
monster's murders were his fault.
dered,

Victor says, "I was bewil

in a cloud of wonder and horror.

The death of William,

the execution of Justine, the murder of Clerval, and lastly of my
wife"

(187).

Ultimately, Victor realizes that all these deaths

were his responsibility.
Certainly, Victor's character negates Godwin's premise that
a good childhood leads to the development of an exemplary adult.
Consequently, Victor's narration with Elizabeth functioning as
his secondary narratee provides Mary Shelley with an acceptable
method for criticizing her father's philosophy and not appearing

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

49
responsible for this criticism.
In addition to relaying distance between Mary Shelley and
her controversial subject matter and between this subject matter
and the reader, Victor's narration to Elizabeth also helps to
further characterize him.

Throughout the course of his indirect

narration to Elizabeth, Victor reveals that in addition to all
his other undesirable qualities he is also selfish, egotistical,
and self-deceiving.
Victor reveals his extreme egotism in that he allows Eliza
beth to endure inordinate misery because of William's death and
the fact that Justine is accused of the crime.

Of course the

reader realizes, that after William is killed, Victor should have
told Elizabeth, as well as the authorities, about the monster.
However, Victor does not reveal the monster's existence, and he
expects Elizabeth to understand his reasons for not confessing.
Ostensibly, Victor rationalizes that he allowed Justine to
be punished for Williams's murder by contending that,

"A thousand

times rather would I have confessed myself guilty of the crime
ascribed to Justine, but I was absent when it was committed, and
such a declaration would have been considered as the ravings of a
madman and would not have exculpated her who suffered through me"
(78).

Of course, Victor expects Elizabeth to believe this

excuse; however, the reader does not feel it is a sufficient
explanation.
As the reader realizes, the actual reason that Victor did
not confess is not because he would have been defined as a
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madman, but because he is so egotistical and selfish that he did
not want to become involved in the situation.

In addition,

Victor did not want to be held responsible for the monster's
malevolent actions.
Victor further characterizes himself as selfish and egotis
tical because even though he knows that Elizabeth is suffering
because of William's murder and Justine's execution, he will do
nothing to alleviate her misery.

Victor says about Elizabeth

after Justine's death that, "Elizabeth was sad and despond
ing... She was no longer that happy creature who in earlier youth
wandered with me on the banks of the lake and talked with ecstasy
of our future prospects.

The first of those sorrows which are

sent to wean us from the earth had visited her, and its dimming
influence quenched her dearest smiles"

(88) .

Nevertheless,

Victor would rather permit Elizabeth to suffer than tell her
about the monster's existence.
Of course, the most horrendous injustice that Victor in
flicts on Elizabeth is that he marries her although he knows that
the monster is perpetrating some act of revenge against him.
However, when the monster threatens Victor by warning him that,
"I will be with you on your wedding night"

(161).

Victor reveals

that he is not only egotistical and selfish, but that he is also
a self-deceiving narrator.

Indeed, Victor is so self-centered or

so self-deceiving that he interprets the monster's statement to
mean that the monster is going to kill him.
Once again because Victor has kept the monster's existence a
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secret from Elizabeth, she is vulnerable to the monster's attack.
And again, Victor because of his egotistical,

selfish, and self-

deceiving nature has allowed the monster to kill another person
whom he loves.

However, by his narration with Elizabeth func

tioning as his secondary narratee, Victor implies that Elizabeth
will understand his error in judgment and forgive him.
says at the end of his narration,

Victor

"with what ecstacy shall I join

my Elizabeth and my departed friends, who even now prepare for me
the reward of my tedious toil and horrible pilgrimage"

(195).

However, the reader has reservations whether or not Elizabeth is
this benevolent.
In addition to relaying narrative distance, and characteriz
ing Victor, Victor's narration with Elizabeth functioning as his
secondary narratee also helps to explicate the novel's major
theme of Promethean overreaching and excessive ambition. Through
out the course of Victor's indirect narration to Elizabeth,
Victor reveals qualities about himself that define him according
to Robert Hume's definition in "Negative Romanticism" as that of
a "negative quest hero."
The negative quest hero is one who is alienated from society
either because of "society's overt rejection of him" or as in
Victor's case by an "introverted quality of mind"

(Hume 160).

According to Hume, the first stage of this negative quest is that
the hero alienates himself from society and normal human rela
tionships to dabble in "forbidden knowledge" or Promethean
experimentation.

Margaret Carter in Specter or Delusion writes,
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"The prototype of the Negative Romantic myth is, of course, the
Faust legend,

in which 'the protagonist is driven to evil, cannot

or will not repent, and is destroyed."

Frankenstein is a pure

example of the basic form of this myth, encapsulated as 'pain, No
Exit, and damnation'"

(66).

By using this formula, Carter's gives an accurate assessment
of the negative quest on which Victor embarks.

As is typical of

this negative quest hero, Victor alienates himself from his
family and normal human relationships while dabbling in his
scientific experimentations.

Of course, the person who suffers

the most from Victor's voluntary withdrawal from his family is
Elizabeth.
Initially, Victor abandons Elizabeth when he pursues his
studies abroad.

However, even though Victor is certainly justi

fied by going to school at Ingolstadt, he is not justified in
that he stops corresponding with his family as he becomes en
grossed with the monster's creation.
Victor further isolates himself from Elizabeth when he
leaves her a second time ostensibly to create a female monster.
Ultimately, Victor is totally estranged from his family when the
monster,

infuriated by Victor's destruction of the female mon

ster, proceeds to kill Clerval and finally Elizabeth.

Ultimate

ly, Victor realizes that his isolation is complete when the
monster kills his wife.

Consequently, by destroying Victor's

loved one, the monster has made Victor as alone and as without
human companionship as he is.
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Hume's concept of alienation as the first step in the
downfall of the negative quest hero takes on an interesting
aspect in Victor's narration with Elizabeth functioning as his
secondary narratee.

Evidently, Victor's initial mistake was

separating himself from family and normal human relationships
because of his desire to obtain forbidden knowledge.

Of course,

this forbidden knowledge was obtained as a result of his exces
sive ambition which resulted in his Promethean experimentation.
Ultimately, Elizabeth functioning as Victor's secondary
narratee gives the reader an interesting insight into Victor's
story because Victor presents his story to Elizabeth in a way
that he expects her to believe and forgive him.

And possibly

Elizabeth does forgive him; however, the reader is not as sympa
thetic toward Victor.
Then too, Elizabeth provides an interesting narratee for
Victor because she cannot refute his assertions.

Nevertheless,

the reader seems to feel that if Elizabeth were alive,

she would

probably reprimand him for not telling her about the monster's
existence so that her pain could have been somewhat alleviated
regarding William and Justine's deaths.

Also, surely, Elizabeth

would have wanted Victor to have warned her about the monster's
existence so that she would not have been an easy prey for the
monster on her wedding night.
On the other hand, because Elizabeth is dead,

she cannot

function as the type of narratee that Victor really needs.

Even

though Walton sympathizes with Victor, Victor needs Elizabeth's
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forgiveness so that he can die a somewhat placated man.
course,

And, of

since Elizabeth is dead, she cannot give Victor the

reassurance that his crimes are forgiven.
The third interpolated tale in Frankenstein which encompass
es chapters eleven to sixteen is told by the monster, himself,

in

first person narration, with Victor functioning as the monster's
narratee.

Therefore, the monster's narration to Victor consti

tutes the fourth frame of narrator/narratee relationships in the
n ov e l .
Just as in Walton's narration to Margaret,

and Victor's

story to Walton and Elizabeth, in the monster's narration to
Victor, who function's as his narratee, Victor acts as a relay
between the monster-narrator and the reader.

Indeed, Victor

serves as an interesting relay between Shelley and her supernatu
ral and controversial subject matter and between this subject
matter and the reader because Victor perceives the monster's
story differently than the reader interprets the monster's
narration.
Victor interprets the monster's story differently than the
reader because Victor does not regard the monster as a rational,
sensitive creature who is telling a pathetic tale as the reader
does.

To Victor, the monster simply represents evil, and an evil

for which he is not responsible.
Prince writes,

"The most obvious role of the narratee, a

role that he always plays in a certain sense, is that of relay
between the narrator and the reader, or rather between the author
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and the reader"

(21).

Indeed, Victor functions as a convenient

relay between Shelley and the reader because Victor, as the
monster's narratee, does not give credence to the monster's
philosophical assertions.
During the course of his narration to Victor, the monster
tells a hostile, critical, and at the same time, an extremely
pathetic tale.

While telling Victor his story, the monster, of

course, unknowingly, negates the rational-humanism of William
Godwin by describing the irresponsible actions of Victor, his
creator, who should be an admirable person.
In addition, the implications of the monster's narration are
pejorative to God and religion.

The scope of the monster's story

is critical of religion because one reading of Frankenstein is
that Victor is God and the monster is mankind who this God has
created and then abandoned.

Joel Porte in his article,

"In the

Hands of an Angry God," characterizes Victor Frankenstein as a
"guiltridden sinner-God whose damnable career involves, not
benefaction, but death and destruction"

(55).

Also, the monster's narration to Victor deprecates society
in general.

Carter writes,

"the monster's autobiography is a

catalogue of the persecution humanity has inflicted on him.
Felix, whose aged father (blind, and thus unaware of the crea
ture's physical repulsiveness) he befriends, the peasant whose
little daughter he rescues, young William Frankenstein, even his
own creator— all who see him spurn him with horror"
Because the monster's tale is so controversial,

(70).

it is not
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surprising that Mary Shelley filters the monster's story through
a heavily mediated narrative structure with Victor, who is
totally insensitive to the monster's complaints, acting as a
relay between the monster-narrator and the reader.
In addition to creating narrative distance, as in Walton's
and Victor's narrations, by the monster's narration, the reader
learns a great deal about the monster's character.

Also, the

reader gains further insights into Victor's character when he
functions as the narratee of the monster's story.
Prince writes,

"... the portrait of a narratee emerges above

all from the narrative addressed to him"

(12).

Ironically,

Victor reveals himself as a despicable person because of the way
he receives the monster's narration.

Indeed, this is interesting

because Victor, as the over-all narrator,

is actually describing

Victor, as the narratee, of the monster's interpolated tale.
Consequently,

it is ironic that when the monster completes

his story, the reader see the monster, as Harold Bloom suggests,
as intelligent, eloquent, and much more sensitive than Victor
Frankenstein, his "obsessed Promethean creator"
writes,

(214).

Bloom

"The greatest paradox and most astonishing achievement of

Shelley's novel is that the monster is more human than his
creator"

(215).

Most likely as the character of the monster is elevated in
the reader's opinion, Victor's character diminishes because he
misses the main point of the monster's story.
monster, he was not originally a fiend.

According to the

Victor's abandonment
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made him malevolent.

The monster says to Victor:

I am malicious because I am miserable. Am I not shunned
and hated by all mankind?

Tell me why I should pity

man more than he pities m e . ..Let him live with me in
the interchange of kindness, and instead of injury I
would bestow every benefit upon him with tears of
gratitude at his acceptance.

(138)

Nevertheless, Victor refuses to comprehend the monster's
admirable qualities and offers his creation little assistance.
Victor will not relinquish his hatred and love the creature which
he has created.

Consequently, the monster's ultimate punishment,

which he enacts on Victor,

is to make Victor as devoid of human

companionship as he is.
Like the other two narrators, Walton and Victor, the monster
also depicts a variation on the novel's theme of ambition.

He is

the product of Victor's ambition and symbolizes the disastrous
result of Victor's Promethean experimentation.

However, unlike

Walton and Victor who voluntarily isolate themselves from society
to pursue their Promethean experimentations, the monster is
involuntarily isolated because of "society's overt rejection of
him"

(Hume 40).

Consequently, the monster embodies the negative

results of Victor's Promethean experimentation in that he is
isolated, lonely, destructive, and malevolent.
However,

in addition to personifying Victor's misguided

ambition, the monster also has an aspiration which is to be loved
and accepted by society.

Nevertheless, because of his hideous
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appearance, which is also a result of Victor's bungled experi
ment, the monster can find neither love nor acceptance.
theless, Victor is impervious to the monster's plight.

Never
Thus,

underscoring the novel's central theme of the dehumanizing effect
that excessive ambition and Promethean experimentation can have
on an individual.
When the monster confronts Victor on the slopes of Mont
Blanc, he reiterates to Victor the events which occurred after
Victor deserted him.

First, the monster tells the story of his

experiences at the De Lacey's cottage.

When the cottagers try to

kill him, he realizes how hideous his appearance is, and he
curses Victor for creating him.

The monster says to Victor,

"Why

did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned from me in
disgust"

(125).

And although the reader interprets this interpo

lated story of the De Lacey cottage as an extremely pathetic
tale, Victor is not sympathetic regarding the abuse that the
monster endured.
The monster continues to tell Victor that although he
realizes that he is hideous, he believes that people will like
him once they get to know him.

However, when he tries to commu

nicate, even with his eloquent language, he encounters rejection
and abuse.

Eventually, he meets Victor's brother, William.

When

William too rejects him and mentions that his name is "Franken
stein," the monster takes delight in killing him:

"I gazed on my

victim and my heart swelled with exultation and hellish tri
umph. .."

(136).
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The monster proceeds to explain to Victor that he is misera
ble because as the victim of Victor's Promethean experimentation,
he is "shunned and hated by all mankind"

(138).

As a solution to

his problem, the monster asks Victor to create a female monster
so that he will have a companion.

And after hearing the mo n 

ster's request for a mate, Victor is influenced to a certain
extent by his monster's plea.

Ironically, this is the only time

that Victor pities the monster, or feels any responsibility
toward him.

After hearing the monster's request, Victor says:

I was moved.

I shuddered when I thought of the possi

ble consequences of my consent, but I felt that there
was some justice in his argument.

His tale and the

feelings he now expressed proved him to be a creature
of fine sensations, and did I not as his maker owe him
all the portion of happiness that it was in my power to
bestow.

(139).

Albeit, even though Victor is momentarily persuaded by the
monster's pleas to make another monster, he never accepts respon
sibility for the monster's alienated existence and hideous
appearance.

Furthermore, because of the monster's desire for a

mate, Victor realizes that he is now being asked to compound his
original crime.

Ultimately,

it is to Victor's credit that he

will not comply with the monster's request.
However, even though Victor is justified in not creating a
female monster; nevertheless, he is still responsible for the
monster which he has created.

As the reader realizes, because
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the monster is the result of Victor's Promethean experimentation,
Victor is responsible for the monster's hideous appearance;
consequently, Victor is also responsible for the monster's
isolation and loneliness.

Due to the fact that Victor's experi

ment failed, and the monster he created is hideous, the monster's
ambition to find acceptance cannot be realized.

However, as the

narratee of the monster's story, Victor is not affected by the
monster's tale as the reader is.
At the conclusion of Frankenstein. Robert Walton once again
becomes the narrator.

Walton writes four more letters to Marga

ret which comprise the epilogue of the novel.

However, within

this epilogue, Walton also functions as the narratee of the
monster's final speech, and this frame constitutes the fifth pair
of narrator/narratee relationships in the novel.
speech, the narrator-character, the monster,

In his final

is ultimately

revealed as an admirable creature due to the reaction of Walton,
his final narratee.
When Walton confronts the monster, he does not kill him, as
Victor instructed, because ironically Walton seems to find the
monster's narration as interesting as Victor's story.
hearing the monster's tale, Walton pities him.

After

Ultimately, at

the conclusion of the novel, Walton permits the monster to have
the final lines.

Bloom writes,

"There is a heroism fully earned

in the being who cries farewell in a claim of sad triumph:

'I

shall ascend my funeral pile triumphantly and exult in the agony
of the torturing flames'"

(222).

Evidently, Walton believes the
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monster's noble intention to commit suicide because he does not
try to restrain him, nor does he comment on the monster's final
lines.
In conclusion, the narrator/narratee relationships in Fran
kenstein. perform three important functions: they constitute a
relay between Mary Shelley and her supernatural and controversial
subject matter and between this subject matter and the reader;
they serve to characterize the narrators and the narratees to
whom the narrators address their tales; and, they emphasize a
major theme in the novel.

Of course, the question is:

How does

a narratological reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee
relationships help the reader more fully to understand Franken
stein?
Because the narrator/narratee relationships act as a relay
between the novel's supernatural subject matter and the reader,
the narrator/narratee relationships make the plot of Frankenstein
more believable for the reader.

Indeed, Shelley is not asking

the reader to believe her story; rather, she is introducing
narrators who are satisfied if their narratees believe their
improbable narrations.

However,

if the narratee or narratees

believe that the narrator's tale is true; perhaps, the reader
will believe that Shelley's novel is true.
However,

it is significant that in Frankenstein. the reader

does not now whether or not Margaret Saville, the outside,
normative narratee, believes Walton's letters.

In Gothic novels,

if the normative narratee believes in the validity of the nar
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rator's tale then the author is suggesting that the reader might
also believe the narrator's story without feeling overly gullible
or slightly neurotic.
However, Mary Shelley, by leaving Margaret's response
ambiguous, does not verify the truthfulness of her novel.
Therefore, the reader must use his own discretion regarding the
validity of Walton's narration.
In addition to creating narrative distance between the
novel's supernatural subject matter and the reader, the narrator/narratee relationships also create narrative distance between
Mary Shelley and the controversial subject matter which she
presents in the novel.

Ultimately, the narrator/narratee rela

tionships keep the novel on a fictional level; whereby, Franken
stein can simply be read as an interesting story and not as a
social criticism or philosophical treatise.
Evidently, both Mary and Percy Shelley were concerned that
the novel might be taken as a warning against the inevitable
moral consequences of an unchecked experimental Prometheanism and
scientific materialism.

Apparently, Percy Shelley was so con

cerned regarding the impact that his wife's novel might have on
their interpretive community that he wrote the preface to the
1816 edition of Frankenstein himself.

In this preface, Percy

Shelley, writing for Mary Shelley, insists that:
The opinions which naturally spring from the character
and situation of the hero are by no means to be con
ceived as existing always in my own conviction; nor is
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any inference justly to be drawn from the following
pages as prejudicing any philosophical doctrine of
whatever kind.

(Preface 1816 edition of Frankenstein^ .

In addition to antagonizing her interpretive community, Mary
Shelley could also have antagonized her father, William Godwin,
by the opinions of her characters.

In Frankenstein. the philo

sophical assertions of the monster and Victor can be read as
negating the rational-humanism of William Godwin.

Consequently,

by the narrative framework of the novel, layering the story
through three narrators and four narratees, Mary Shelley implies
that she is not necessarily advocating the opinions of her
characters.
In addition, to functioning as a relay between Shelley and
her subject matter and between this subject matter and the
reader, the narrator/narratee relationships also function to
characterize the narrators as well as the narratees to whom their
tales are addressed.

In Frankenstein, characterization is an

important function of the narrator/narratee relationships because
Shelley does not provide enough information about her characters
so that they can be analyzed.

Thus, a psychological interpreta

tion is not an all-inclusive reading of the novel.
The third important function that the narrator/narratee
relationships in Frankenstein serve is that they emphasize the
novel's major theme which is the disastrous consequences of
excessive ambition and the dehumanizing effect that this Prome
thean overreaching can have on the individual.

In Frankenstein.
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each of the narrator/narratee relationships in some way illus
trates, contradicts,

or underscores this theme.

Therefore, by

providing variations on the novel's major theme, the nar
rator/narratee relationships exemplify how the narrative struc
ture of the novel is intrinsically interwoven with the novel's
subject matter.
Ultimately, a narratological reading emphasizing the narra
tor/narratee relationships is a good initial approach for a
comprehensive reading of Frankenstein.

In addition,

an initial

narratological reading will help to illuminate other, more
innovative interpretations of this novel.
One innovative reading of Frankenstein which an initial
narratological interpretation helps to clarify is a psychological
interpretation of the novel.

Richard Dunn in his article,

"Narrative Distance in Frankenstein.11 writes that,

"the Doctor's

and Creature's narratives are but projections of Walton's subcon
scious"

(417).

However, Dunn does not elaborate on this inter

pretation and Dunn's lack of elaboration is understandable.
Because unless the reader considers that Walton is writing
to his sister and that Mary Shelley is not directing Walton's
narration merely to the reader, this psychological interpretation
does not appear to be the best reading of the novel.

However,

if

the reader considers the relationship between Walton and Marga
ret, a psychological interpretation does have validity.

Further

more, a careful reading of the text supports this interpretation.
In Walton's first letter to Margaret, he tells her details
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about himself which, being his sister, she obviously already
knows.

Among these details that Walton gives Margaret about

himself is the information that he is rebelling against his
deceased father's wishes by engaging in a seafaring life.

Also,

he reminds Margaret that he wasted his father's inheritance when
he abandoned his career as a poet.

Furthermore, Walton reminds

Margaret that he is now gambling with the money that his cousin
has left him by engaging in his current Arctic explorations.
However, the question remains why does Walton write Margaret
details about himself which she obviously already knows?
bly, to review,

for Margaret's benefit, a pattern that now

becomes an argument for his present actions.
actions include:

Proba

These present

Walton subsequently abandoning his Arctic

explorations because of the impact which Victor's narration has
had on him.
The second element of the text which supports a psychologi
cal interpretation is that in Walton's first and second letters
to Margaret, he describes parallel traits between himself and the
other two narrators— Victor and the monster.

In Walton's first

letter to Margaret, he reveals characteristics which he has in
common with Victor Frankenstein.
rebellious, pompous,

Indeed, Walton like Victor is

and exceedingly ambitious.

Also,

like

Victor, Walton claims that he is acting for the good of mankind
and not from motives of personal glory.

In addition,

like

Victor, Walton is isolating himself from family and society to
pursue his Promethean experimentations.
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In Walton's second letter to Margaret, he echoes the mon
ster's sentiment of isolation and loneliness.

Also, in his

second letter to Margaret, Walton describes his need for just one
friend which is similar to the request that the monster relays to
Victor.

However,

it is significant to this psychological inter

pretation that Walton writes this information, regarding the
characteristics which he has in common with Victor and the
monster, to Margaret before his ship rescues Victor Frankenstein,
and Walton hears Victor's story.

Consequently, Walton appears to

be preparing Margaret for a fabricated, forthcoming narration
about Victor and the monster.
A third element in the text which substantiates a psycholog
ical interpretation is the discrepancies in the languages which
are spoken by the three narrators in their various tales to their
respective narratees.
he would speak French.

Victor Frankenstein is Swiss; therefore,
The monster learns his speech from the De

Laceys who also speak French.

However, Walton is English.

Therefore, Shelley leaves it ambiguous regarding which language
each narrator is speaking in his narration to his narratee.
Consequently, these language variations contribute to the novel's
dream-like atmosphere.
The fourth element in the text that supports a psychological
interpretation is that Victor's narration to Walton is not really
the reason that Walton is returning home.

Instead, Victor's tale

to Walton is Walton's rationalization to Margaret for why he is
returning home.

Actually, the reason Walton abandons his Arctic
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explorations is not because of Victor's warning,

but rather,

because his crew is ready to mutiny, and most likely the crew
would have returned to England with or without him.
Indeed, Walton realizes that his Arctic expedition has
failed in that he writes to Margaret in the third letter of the
novel's epilogue that,

"The die is cast; I have consented to

return if we are not destroyed.

Thus are my hopes blasted by

cowardice and indecision; I come back ignorant and disappointed"
(204).

Consequently, Walton knows that he has failed once again.

Nevertheless, he uses Victor's narration to persuade Margaret
that it is "for the best" that he terminates his Arctic explora
tions.
Because of the signals which Walton, as a narrator,
addresses to Margaret, his narratee, the reader can feasibly do a
psychological interpretation of Frankenstein.

In accordance with

this psychological interpretation, Victor and the monster
function merely as projections of Walton's personality.
Ultimately, the reader does not know whether Walton creates
this story, or actually experiences an anxiety dream because he
knows that his Arctic expedition will fail.

However, the reader

does know that by the end of the novel, Walton must terminate his
Arctic explorations because his ship is "surrounded by mountains
of ice" and his crew make him promise that "if the vessel should
be freed,

I would instantly direct my course southwards"

(203).

Obviously, Walton's crew is ready to mutiny.
Nevertheless, Walton does not want to return home once again
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having wasted his inheritance.

Therefore, he relates this

imaginary story, which constitutes the plot of the novel, to
Margaret, his sister and narratee. Furthermore, after writing the
details of this dream to Margaret, he seems to feel that he has
rationalized his returning home after having failed once again.
Of course, the most obvious objection to this interpretation
of the novel is why should the reader or critic bother doing a
structural reading of the text when the entire story is a product
of Wa l t o n 7s imagination?

Why not just do a psychological read

ing?
However, even if the entire novel is a product of W a l t o n 7s
over-active imagination; nevertheless,

in order to understand

W alton7s highly mediated, albeit possibly fabricated story, a
narratological reading is necessary for an initial interpretation
of this novel.
The next possible objection to this psychological interpre
tation of Frankenstein is what validity does this reading have,
per se, in addition to merely illuminating certain segments of
the text?

The answer to this criticism is that a psychological

reading enables the reader to interpret the character of Walton
in an entirely different manner than he has previously been
interpreted.
Most critics of the novel read Walton as a subsidiary
character to Victor Frankenstein.

However, by doing a

psychological reading, the reader realizes that Walton is
actually the most impressive and the most complex and creative
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character in the novel.

Indeed, Walton is the most authoritative

character in the novel because he creates both Victor and the
m on s t e r .
Furthermore, even though Walton may have failed as an Arctic
explorer, he certainly appears to still have a career as a poet.
Indeed, Walton seems to have a promising career as an author
because the plot of Frankenstein. whether fabricated or not,
definitely a good story.

Consequently,

is

in Frankenstein. Mary

Shelley may be celebrating the power of the artist and not of the
scientist to create life.
A narratological reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee
relationships provides not only a good basis for an initial
understanding of heavily mediated Gothic novels like
Frankenstein, but, in addition, an initial narratological reading
helps to illuminate other, more innovative interpretations of
these novels.

Albeit, a narratological approach is not the end-

all interpretation of mediated Gothic novels like Frankenstein.
However, considering the narrator/narratee relationships, a
narratological reading is a good primary approach for an initial
interpretation of these novels.
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CHAPTER THREE
The Narrator/Narratee Relationships in Charles Robert Maturin's
Melmoth the Wanderer
Like Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Charles Maturin's Melmoth
the Wanderer is also a highly mediated Gothic novel.

Incorporat

ed in the narration of Melmoth are several interpolated tales as
well as three letters and two manuscripts which also serve as
narration devices.
However, unlike in Frankenstein. in Melmoth the reader does
have an omniscient narrator to help guide his response to the
novel.

Nevertheless, the functions of this omniscient narrator

essentially are: to fill in the background information; to
provide moral commentary; to describe the various characters;
and, to provide humor in the novel.
Overall, the vital information in Melmoth is told by narra
tors to narratees or written by narrators to narratees.
fore,

There

like Frankenstein. Melmoth is essentially a novel of

narration and not of narrative.

Therefore, the best initial

reading of this novel is to regard it as a story and primarily to
study how this story is told.
In Melmoth the Wanderer, eight narrators relate the events
of the novel.

The first narrator is an omniscient narrator.

The

second narrator is Biddy Brannigan, the "withered Sybil" in the
Melmoth household.

The third narrator is John Stanton, who is

the author of the manuscript that young John Melmoth discovers.
The fourth narrator is Moncada, the ship-wrecked,

Spanish sailor,
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who John Melmoth rescues, and within Moncada's narration, there
are four interpolated tales which are told by four other narra
tors.

Within Moncada's narration, the fifth narrator in Melmoth

is Juan Moncada who functions as a narrator in that he is the
author of three letters to his brother Alonzo Moncada.

The sixth

narrator in Melmoth is the patricidal monk who tells Moncada his
story when they are trapped in the tunnels of the monastery.
After Moncada's ordeal with the patricidal monk, he is
arrested and confined in the Prison of the Inquisition.

However,

ultimately he escapes from the Prison of the Inquisition, and he
finds sanctuary in the cell of the Jew, Adonijah.

While he is

staying with Adonijah, he translates a manuscript which discusses
the background of Melmoth the Wanderer.

In this manuscript, the

first narrator of this manuscript and the seventh narrator in the
novel is the Wanderer, himself.

The next narrator in the manu

script who functions as the eighth narrator in the novel is a
mysterious stranger. After the narrations in Moncada's interpo
lated tales and his manuscript translation, Melmoth the Wanderer
again becomes the narrator.

And, at the conclusion of this

novel, the omniscient narrator finalizes the story.
As in Frankenstein. the narrators in Melmoth do not simply
tell or write their stories to the reader.

Instead, each narra

tor addresses or writes his story to a specific and clearly
defined narratee.

The omniscient narrator addresses a normative,

outside narratee.

This normative, outside narratee can be

defined as an upper middle-class, well-educated nineteenth
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century individual who is possibly prone to despair because of
the devastating philosophical effect which the failure of the
French Revolution has had on his generation.

Maturin probably

had one, or several, of his parishioners in mind when he wrote
this novel.
In the next portion of the novel, Biddy Brannigan relates
the background of Melmoth the Wanderer to young John Melmoth who
is her narratee.

In addition, since young Melmoth is the reader

of Stanton's manuscript, John becomes Stanton's narratee.
However,

in this instance, John is an interesting type of narra

tee because Stanton's manuscript is not addressed to him.

In

actuality, Stanton could have left his manuscript at the Melmoth
household by mistake, or he could have intended it for any member
of the family to read.

Therefore, John can be categorized as

Stanton's unintentional or indirect narratee.
Then too, young Melmoth, also functions as the overall
narratee of Moncada's tale.

However, within Moncada's tale,

there is one additional interpolated tale, three letters, and a
manuscript translation which contains three imbedded tales.

So

even though young Melmoth is the overall narratee of Moncada's
narration; nevertheless, other narrator/narratee relationships
evolve throughout Moncada's story.
Within Moncada's narration, the narratee of Juan Moncada's
letters is his brother, Alonzo Moncada.

Also, the narratee of

the patricidal Monk's tale is Alonzo Moncada.

After Moncada's

escape from the prison of the Inquisition when he takes refuge in
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the cell of the Jew, Adonijah, Moncada translates a manuscript,
"The Tale of the Indians" which contains three interpolated
tales.

In the first story in this manuscript, Melmoth the

Wanderer, himself,

is the narrator and Immalee/Isidora is his

narratee.
In the manuscript's second interpolated tale, a mysterious
stranger is the narrator and Don Francisco,
father,

is his narratee.

Isidora/Immalee's

In the manuscript's third interpolated

tale, Melmoth is the narrator and, once again, Don Francisco
functions as the narratee.
After Moncada's interpolated narration to young John M el
moth, once again Melmoth the Wanderer becomes the narrator and
young Melmoth and Moncada function as his final narratees.
In addition to the superficial narrator/narratee relation
ships, the narrative structure of Melmoth is even more intrinsi
cally interwoven because Moncada who is the novel's overall
narrator,

also functions as the narratee of his brother's letters

and of the patricidal monk's story.

Consequently, the novel's

narrative structure is even more interesting because during
various narrations, Alonzo, as narrator,
a narratee.

is describing Alonzo as

So, the reader can ascertain the way Alonzo receives

a story, as well as the way that he tells a tale.
Just as in Shelley's Frankenstein. the narrator/narratee
relationships in Maturin's Melmoth perform three important
functions.

The first vital function that the narrator/narratee

relationships perform is that they create distance between
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Maturin and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and
between this subject matter and the reader.
The second important function that the narrator/narratee
relationships perform is that they serve to characterize the
narrator as well as to characterize the narratee to whom the
narrator's tale is told or written.
The third important function of the narrator/narratee
relationships is that each narration underscores the novel's
central theme which is that, "no misfortune is so severe that an
individual should barter his immortal soul to alleviate it."

By

its application throughout the novel, this central theme of
Melmoth develops into a theme advocating time and patience for
the reader in dealing with life's problems.
In addition to explicating this central theme, the narra
tor/narratee relationships also help to emphasize other themes in
the novel, such as: the disastrous consequences of broken family
ties; the injustices of society; the horrific nature of religious
persecution; the fear of entrapment and isolation for the indi
vidual; and, the monotony of human existence.
Then too,

in addition to the standard functions of: creating

narrative distance, characterizing the narrators and the narra
tees, and emphasizing the themes of the novel which the narra
tor/narratee relationships serve in all mediated Gothic novels,
in Melmoth the Wande r e r , a narratological reading emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships performs three additional, vital
functions.
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First, a narratological reading reveals that this novel is
an organic whole and not just "a series of disjointed tales which
are randomly strung together" as Varma suggests in the Gothic
Flame (41).

Secondly, a narratological reading situates this

novel in its historical era, thereby, depicting that Melmoth is
not just another trans-historical Gothic horror story.

Thirdly,

a narratological reading reveals that the novel's highly mediated
narrative structure is not merely just to create distance between
Maturin and his supernatural subject matter and between this
subject matter and the reader.

This is true because the novel's

heavily mediated narration also serves as a format for Maturin's
intense sociological and religious criticisms.

Therefore,

Melmoth can be read as a highly refined sociological and reli
gious criticism and not as just another Gothic horror story.
First and most importantly, a narratological reading empha
sizing the narrator/narratee relationships in Melmoth. enables
the reader or the critic to interpret this novel as a unified
structure rather than as a series of disjointed tales which are
randomly strung together.

Primarily, Melmoth is a unified novel

because it is organized like a sermon.

Maturin writes in the

1820 preface to Melmoth the Wanderer that,
originated in one of my sermons."

"The idea for the tale

Then, Maturin quotes the

contents of this sermon which is as follows:
At this moment is there one of us present, however we
may have departed from the Lord . . .who would . .
.accept all that man could bestow, or earth afford, to
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resign the hope of his salvation?— No, there is not
one— not such a fool on earth, were the enemy of man
kind to traverse it with the offer.

(Preface - 1820

edition of Melmoth the Wanderer)
Consequently,

like a sermon, Maturin presents his overall message

throughout the novel, and then he gives examples in the novel's
interpolated tales to support his thesis.
Thematically, all of the tales in the novel are intrinsical
ly interwoven with this sermon motif.

Furthermore, the major and

minor themes depicted in each tale further contribute to the
novel's being interpreted as an organic whole.
Principally, all of the tales in Melmoth explicate the
novel's major theme which is that "there is no misfortune so
severe that an individual should barter his immortal soul to
alleviate it."

In addition, to illustrating this major theme,

all of the interpolated tales in Melmoth also exemplify varia
tions on the other themes in the novel.

Indeed, each story and

letter illustrates: the dangers of entrapment; the monotony of
human existence; the injustices of society; and, the horrific
nature of religious persecution.
Ironically, even though, these themes seem to negate the
major thesis of the novel, nevertheless,

in a circumspect way

they do support this major time/patience theme in Maturin's work.
Albeit, the novel's interpolated tales do depict that the world
as a place full of poverty, misery and religious persecutions.
Nevertheless, Maturin's overall message is that a person still
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should not succumb to despair, or engage in impetuous and irre
sponsible actions to eliminate a temporarily bleak situation.
William F. Axton,

in his introduction to Melmoth the W a n d e r e r .

describes Maturin's message most aptly when he writes that, "It
is indeed a madhouse world that Maturin projects, but the great
est insanity of all is Melmoth's despair of it"

(xviii).

Ulti

mately, this is the overall message that is illustrated in each
tale and is finally culminated in the latter portion of the
n ovel.
Furthermore,

in terms of characterization, all of the

novel's tales are linked together and interwoven with this sermon
motif.

By studying the narrator/narratee relationships, the

reader will see that, all of the narrators and narratees in
Melmoth have some characteristic in common with the Wanderer.
Consequently, Maturin is asserting, as a preacher, that each
individual is capable, if not guilty, of succumbing to evil.
Secondly,

a narratological reading emphasizing the narra

tor/narratee relationships is important for a primary reading of
this novel because it situates the novel in its historical postNapoleonic era.

Primarily, the thematic content of the novel

reveals that in addition to being a sermon, this novel is also a
philosophical treatise designed to give hope to a generation
prone to succumbing to despair because of the failure of the
French Revolution.
As I previously mentioned, the major theme of the novel is
that,

"there is no misfortune so severe that an individual should

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urther reproduction prohibited w ith o u t perm ission.

78
barter his immortal soul to alleviate it."

However,

it is highly

unlikely that Maturin's parishioners were in danger of selling
their souls to the

devil.

a generation prone

to philosophical despair because of the

devastating effect

which the failure of the French Revolution

on English,

and French society after 1815.

Irish,

Nevertheless, Maturin was dealing with

had

Thirdly, the novel's mediated narrative distance serves as a
device for Maturin, as a minister, to criticize society and other
religions and not appear responsible for these criticisms.

Thus,

this novel can be read as a profoundly critical sociological and
religious treatise, and not as just another Gothic horror story.
Consequently,

for an initial comprehensive reading of Melmoth the

Wanderer, a narratological reading emphasizing the narra
tor/narratee relationships is the most appropriate for a primary
interpretation of this novel.
In the first chapter of M e l m o t h . an omniscient narrator
relates the events which recall young Melmoth to his ancestral
home.

This omniscient narrator, addressing a normative, outside

narratee, establishes verisimilitude for the reader.

Also, this

initial narration serves to characterize the omniscient narrator
and the normative, outside narratee.

In addition, this first

narration in Melmoth emphasizes an important theme in the novel
which is the disastrous consequences of broken family ties.
Initially, the function that this primary narrator/narratee
relationship serves is that it creates narrative distance between
both Maturin and his supernatural and controversial subject
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matter and between this subject matter and the reader.

In the

first chapter of Melmoth. the omniscient narrator describes young
John Melmoth to the normative, outside narratee.

Since this

novel is set in 1816 and was published in 1820, young Melmoth is
contemporaneous with the reader because he is young and skepti
cal.

Also, he is not prone to believe in the supernatural.
Therefore,

if the omniscient narrator can convince the

normative, outside narratee that young Melmoth eventually comes
to believe in the validity of his mysterious ancestor, Melmoth
the Wanderer, the reader might also believe Maturin's highly
improbable tale without feeling overly gullible or slightly
neurotic.

Indeed, young John echoes the response of the reader

in that he is initially skeptical regarding the existence of his
mysterious ancestor.
Consequently, when Melmoth hears that his miserly uncle is
dying of fright because of a one hundred and fifty year old
ancestor who has allegedly appeared to him, Melmoth says about
his uncle:
The last man on earth to be superstitious.

He never

thought of anything but the price of stocks, and the
rate of exchange, and my college expenses, that hung
heavier at this heart than all; and such a man to die
of a fright— ridiculous fright, that a man living 150
years ago is alive still, and yet— he is dying.

(14)

Thus, by the dialogue in the first chapter of the novel, the
omniscient narrator is depicting the events which convince a
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rational college student, like John Melmoth, that he could have
an ancestor who has been wandering the earth for one hundred and
fifty years.

This omniscient narrator is not asking the reader

to believe in the validity of Melmoth the Wanderer.

Instead,

this omniscient narrator is merely trying to seduce the norma
tive, outside narratee by depicting how young Melmoth begins to
believe in the plausibility of his mysterious ancestor.
Also,

in the beginning chapters of Melmoth. Maturin initi

ates a series of social criticisms which continue throughout the
novel.

In the initial chapters of this novel, Maturin is social

ly critical in that he is depicting the penuriousness of Irish
landlords towards their tenants, and he uses John's miserly uncle
to exemplify Irish landlords in general.
David Eggenschwiler in his article, "Melmoth the Wanderer,"
writes regarding young John's miserly uncle that:
...the old man has made country frugality an obsession.
Instead of enjoying the fruits of a fertile land, he
has turned them into useless counters in his rage to
possess.

Although the obsession may have begun in a

rational motive of thrift, it has become irrational, a
psychological monstrosity that is its own end and that
destroys the wealth it pretends to conserve.

(167)

However, because of the novel's highly mediated narrative
structure, Maturin can criticize Irish landlords by using a stock
character like John's penurious uncle and these criticisms appear
not to reflect the opinion of the author.

Thus, the relationship
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between the omniscient narrator and the normative, outside
narratee creates narrative distance between both Maturin and his
controversial social criticisms and between these criticisms and
the reader.
In addition to creating narrative distance and providing a
device for Maturin's social criticisms, this initial narrator/na
rratee relationship also helps to characterize the omniscient
narrator.

Even though throughout the course of the novel, the

omniscient narrator is cynical and critical; at the same time,
this omniscient narrator also exhibits a good sense of humor.
Actually,

from the first chapter on, the omniscient narrator

introduces a caustic sense of wit which sets the tone for the
rest of the novel.
Then too, this initial narrator/narratee relationship also
characterizes the normative, outside narratee.
normative, outside narratee,

like the reader,

Evidently, this
is an upper middle-

class, well-educated, nineteenth century individual who is not
prone to believe in the supernatural.

In addition, by the

signals which the narrator addresses to him, this narratee also
appears to be a relatively sophisticated person because, suppos
edly, he appreciates the narrator's allusions and sardonic sense
of humor.

However, aside from his admirable characteristics,

this normative, outside narratee, by the signals which the
narrator addresses to him, appears to be an individual who could
possibly be prone to despair because of the devastating philo-
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sophical effect which the failure of the French Revolution has
had on his generation.
In addition to creating narrative distance and characteriz
ing the omniscient narrator and the outside narratee, this
initial narrator/narratee relationship also helps to underscore a
prevalent theme in the novel which is the hazardous effects of
broken family ties.

The initial chapters of Melmoth introduce

this theme of broken family ties in that young Melmoth is one of
the first victims in the novel of an unfortunate family back
ground .
Initially,
uncle.

in his youth, John is mistreated by his miserly

Furthermore, when he is in college, young Melmoth only

becomes acquainted with his supernatural ancestor because his
elderly uncle is dying.

Actually,

if young Melmoth had not been

recalled to his family homestead because of his uncle's death, he
would not have been involved in the novel's supernatural events.
Consequently, young Melmoth appears to have inherited the family
curse along with the family fortune.

Therefore, this initial

narration describing the relationship between Melmoth and his
uncle initiates a dominant theme which continues throughout the
novel which is the disastrous consequences of broken family ties.
Jack Null in his article,

"Structure and Theme in Melmoth.11

elaborates on this theme of broken family ties.

Null

writes:
Each tale of the novel explores the motif of the disin
tegration of the family unit.

Stanton is betrayed into
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the madhouse by his nearest relative,

a cousin who

covets his fortune. All the other sufferers are simi
larly betrayed by members of their families.

Moncada

is committed to the convent as a result of his mother's
vow.

Within the "Tale of the Spaniard" the patricide

who betrays Moncada's escape has, of course, killed his
father and watched his sister and her lover starve to
death.

Adonijah the Jew has somehow betrayed his wife

and child and caused their deaths.
by her father, mother, brother, and,
band, Melmoth.

Isidora is betrayed
finally, her hus

The Walbergs are tricked into their

sufferings by the false promises of Ines Walberg's
brother Guzman, and Walberg's suffering are such that
he looks upon the deaths of his parents as a blessing
and contemplates killing his children.

Mrs. Sandal

lies to her son and thus forces a series of catastroph
ic events within her family in the hope of regaining
control of the Mortimer fortune.

(141)

Throughout the novel, Maturin depicts individuals who are
betrayed and ultimately ruined by members of their own families.
This motif of the disintegration of the family is so strong that
Maturin appears to be using the breakdown of the family unit as
symbolic of the chaotic nature of society in general.
In the second set of narrator/narratee relationships in
M e l m o t h . Biddy Brannigan, the "withered Sybil" of the Melmoth
household,

is the narrator and young John Melmoth is her narra-
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tee.

Once again the primary function of this narrator/narratee

relationship is to create distance between both Maturin and his
supernatural and controversial subject matter and between this
subject matter and the reader.
Initially, this distance is created because Biddy Brannigan,
"a Sybil” who is prone to exaggeration,

is the narrator.

In

addition, John, as the narratee, contributes to the narrative
distance because he does not readily believe Biddy's tale.
Even though John has requested that Biddy tell him the
background of the Wanderer; nevertheless, John remains skeptical
regarding Biddy's account of his mysterious ancestor.

Regarding

John's interpretation of Biddy's story, the omniscient narrator
writes,

"He recapitulated the Sybil's story word by word, with

the air of a man who is cross-examining an evidence, and trying
to make him contradict himself"

(19).

In addition to creating narrative distance, the tale which
Biddy tells to young Melmoth also helps to characterize Biddy as
well as to characterize young Melmoth, her narratee.

Throughout

the course of Biddy's narration, she is depicted as a nosey,
meddling type of character.

Furthermore, she reveals herself to

be a type of professional crepe-hanger.

Indeed,

like Melmoth the

Wanderer, Biddy possesses a cynical view of life.
In addition to characterizing Biddy, her narration to young
John also helps to characterize him when he functions as the
narratee of the "Sybil's" tale.

Indeed, after John hears Biddy's

narration, an important aspect of his character is revealed.
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This vital characteristic is that he is extremely curious, and
this characteristic appears to be an endemic disease in the
Melmoth family.
Because of John's inordinate curiosity, after hearing
Biddy's tale, John does not burn Stanton's manuscript as his
uncle instructed; instead, he decides to read it.

The omniscient

narrator describes Melmoth's reaction to the Sybil's story in the
following manner:
Melmoth remained in astonishment at the state of mind
to which the late singular circumstances had reduced
him,— finding himself listening with varying and in
creasing emotions of interest, curiosity, and terror,
to a tale so wild, so improbable, nay, so actually
incredible, that he at least blushed for the folly he
could not conquer.

The result of these impressions was

a resolution to visit the closet, and examine the
manuscript that very night.

(18)

Evidently, young Melmoth like his uncle, and his mysterious
ancestor, Melmoth the Wanderer,
curiosity.

is also cursed by an insatiable

Indeed, at the conclusion of the novel, Melmoth says

to John, "you, Melmoth, are fortified by that vain and desperate
inquisitiveness, which might, at a former period, have made you
my victim"

(408).

In addition to creating narrative distance, and characteriz
ing Biddy and Melmoth, the second pair of narrator/narratee
relationships in Melmoth also helps to underscore the novel's
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theme of broken family ties.

Biddy tells John that as the legend

of Melmoth is told, that he has, "frequently been seen in Ireland
even to the present century— but that he was never known to
appear at the lodge but at the approaching death of one of the
family, nor even then, unless when the evil passions or habits of
the individual had cast a shade of gloomy and fearful interest
over their dying hour"

(20).

Consequently, the entire Melmoth family has been jeopardized
because of the nefarious activities of one of its members.
Evidently, Melmoth the Wanderer is so desperate to find someone
to trade places with him that he is not beyond approaching
members of his own family in their dying hours in an attempt to
alleviate his own damnation.
This tale with Biddy as the narrator and young John as her
narratee constitutes the second set of narrator/narratee rela
tionships in Melmoth and incorporates the first interpolated tale
in the novel.

In the second interpolated tale in M e l m o t h .

Stanton, because he is the author of the manuscript that Melmoth
discovers,

functions as the narrator, and John Melmoth becomes

Stanton's narratee.
In this second interpolated tale in Melm o t h . Maturin creates
narrative distance by using the manuscript device which is a
standard technique used by Gothic writers for creating distance
between themselves and the events which they describe and also to
create distance between these events and the reader.

Not sur

prisingly, Maturin wants to create distance between himself and
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the reader in this section of the novel because it is in Stan
ton's manuscript that the Wanderer's existence is substantiated
by Stanton, an impartial third party.

Furthermore,

in this

Stanton manuscript, Maturin begins a series of devastating
political and religious criticisms which continue throughout the
novel.
To further accentuate the narrative distance, this particu
lar manuscript is "discoloured, obliterated,

and mutilated beyond

any that had ever before exercised the patience of a reader"
(Melmoth 21).

Also, the narratee, John Melmoth,

is skeptical

about its validity in that he is compared to an "antiquarian
unfolding with trembling hand the calcined leaves of an Herculaeum manuscript, and hoping to discover some lost line of the
Aeneis in Virgil's own autograph"

(Melmoth 44).

Consequently, Maturin is not suggesting that the reader
believe this manuscript; indeed, John, the manuscript's narratee,
initially is dubious about its validity.

However,

after reading

Stanton's manuscript, John is so affected by it that,

"he rips

the portrait of his supernatural ancestor from the wall and tears
it into shreds"

(45).

Evidently, because John has such a violent

reaction, the reader can assume that he is starting to believe in
the plausibility of his mysterious ancestor.
In addition to creating narrative distance between Maturin
and his supernatural subject matter and between this subject
matter and the reader, the Stanton manuscript also creates
distance between Maturin and the reader and the sociological,
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political, and religious criticisms which he interpolates in this
document.

Indeed, the Stanton manuscript is critical in that it

denigrates society, political institutions, and religion in
general.
In the Stanton manuscript, the madhouse environment, as
depicted by Stanton, appears to be a microcosm of Maturin's view
of society.

When he is first committed to this insane asylum,

Stanton finds a manuscript which contains a proposal written by a
devout Catholic which appears to be slightly less than humane.
Stanton writes,
ambassadors

"This modest proposal was, to convert the Turkish

(who had been in London a few years before) by

offering them their choice of being strangled on the spot or
becoming Christians"

(Melmoth 35).

And, to continue this

religious criticism, the next person that Stanton encounters is a
puritanical weaver who,

"had been driven mad by a single sermon

from the celebrated Hugh Peters"

(Melmoth 37).

Regarding Maturin's political criticisms,
about one of the asylum's inmates that,

Stanton writes

"In the opposite cell was

lodged a loyalist tailor who had been ruined by giving credit to
the cavaliers and their ladies"

(Melmoth 37).

The last inmate that Stanton describes is a woman who has
been driven insane because her family was killed in the London
fire.

Indeed, Stanton portrays a dim view of contemporary

society in that he writes about this inmate that:
When this sufferer began to rave, all the others became
silent.

The cry of nature hushed every other cry,— she
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was the only patient in the house who was not mad from
politics, religion, ebriety, or some perverted passion;
and terrifying as the out-break of her frenzy always
was, Stanton used to await it as a kind of relief from
the dissonant, melancholy, and ludicrous ravings of the
others.
Obviously,

(40)

Stanton depicts a madhouse environment in that he

describes personal misfortune as the preferential means to
insanity.
In addition to creating narrative distance between Maturin
and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and between
this subject matter and the reader,

in this manuscript, Stanton,

as the manuscript's author, reveals character traits about
himself.

Furthermore, John, who is the reader of the manuscript

and thereby its narratee, also reveals details of his own person
ality as he peruses this document.
In regard to Stanton's character, after reading this manu
script, John knows as much about Stanton's personality as he does
about the Wanderer's activities.

Indeed, when John finishes

reading this manuscript, he realizes that Stanton has become
obsessed in trying to track down the Wanderer, and, in actuality,
Stanton has become a type of Faustian Wanderer himself.
In addition to characterizing the narrator, Stanton's
narration via the manuscript helps further to characterize, John,
the narratee, who reads it.

John Melmoth after he completes the

manuscript reacts not as disinterestedly as he initially appears
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to be.

Indeed, John reveals that he is not beyond being dis

turbed by Stanton's recounting of his ancestor's existence.
Furthermore, John has a violent streak in that when he destroys
Melmoth's portrait,

"he hacked it in every direction,

and eagerly

watched the fragments that burned like tinder in the turf-fire
which had been lit in his room"

(Melmoth 45).

Furthermore, as the narratee of the Stanton manuscript, John
exhibits an over-active imagination.

After reading this docu

ment, he imagines that he not only sees the Wanderer, but also
that he hears the Wanderer speaking to him, and that he feels the
Wanderer touching him.

This is true because the next morning, he

discovers that his wrist is, "black and blue, as from the recent
grip of a strong hand"

(Melmoth 46).

Consequently, John seems to

feel that either he is paranoid or that the Wanderer actually
exists.
In addition, to creating narrative distance and characteriz
ing the narrator and the narratee, the Stanton manuscript also
depicts two themes in the novel.

This manuscript introduces the

novel's central theme which is "that no temporary misfortune is
so severe that an individual should barter his immortal soul to
alleviate it."
This theme is explicated by Melmoth's temptation of Stanton
in the madhouse.

Because even though Stanton is unjustly con

fined by his cousin in an insane asylum and he is in the depths
of despair, Stanton will not take advantage of the bargain which
Melmoth offers him.

Ultimately, Stanton's decision not to
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succumb to Melmoth is rewarded because eventually Stanton is
released from this madhouse with his immortal soul still intact.
Consequently, because the Stanton manuscript describes the
first of the Wanderer's temptations of victims in dire circum
stances, Stanton's temptation by Melmoth introduces a type of
time/patience theme which continues throughout the novel.
Stanton to escape from confinement in an insane asylum will not
trade places with Melmoth and either will any of the other
characters who Melmoth tempts throughout the course of the novel.
Therefore, this pattern of temptations and rejections in the
novel seems to suggest to the reader that one should not succumb
to despair;

instead, one should simply endure temporary misfor

tunes and circumstances will improve.
The next theme which is exemplified in the Stanton man u 
script is the theme of broken family ties.

Superficially,

Stanton's cousin commits him to an insane asylum because,

"he had

been always reckoned of a singular turn of mind, and the belief
of this, aggravated by his constant talk of Melmoth, his pursuit
of h i m . ..suggested to some prudent people the idea that he was
deranged"

(Melmoth 34).

However, it is more probable that

Stanton's cousin committed him because he wanted the family's
money rather than because he was concerned about Stanton's mental
stability.
In the third set of narrator/narratee relationships in
Melmoth. Alonzo Moncada is the narrator and John Melmoth is once
again the narratee.

After John reads Stanton's manuscript, the
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next night he awakens to find that a ship is sinking in front of
his ocean-side estate.

Of course, the only survivor of this

vessel is Alonzo Moncada, a Spaniard of noble birth, who has
personally encountered Melmoth the Wanderer.
Indeed, the narrator and narratee of this third interpolated
tale are adequate characters for creating narrative distance
because Alonzo Moncada, the narrator,

is a dark and mysterious

Spanish aristocrat with a circumspect background, and John
Melmoth, the narratee, now appears slightly unnerved or even
neurotic after reading Stanton's manuscript.
However,

even though John is slightly neurotic, as the

narratee of Moncada's tale, he constitutes an appropriate relay
between Moncada as the narrator and the reader.

Prince writes

concerning the classification of narratees that,

"the narratee-

character can represent for the narration someone more or less
essential, more or less irreplaceable as a narratee"

(19).

Indeed, young Melmoth is an essential narratee for Moncada's
tale.
John is an essential narratee because he is a descendent of
Melmoth.

Carter writes,

"John, whose very name is identical to

his mysterious ancestor's,
property"

(125).

inherits the obsession along with the

Furthermore, John is predisposed to believe

Moncada's narration because he is inordinately curious about
Melmoth the Wanderer.

Regarding Melmoth, John is suffering from

a "feverish curse of curiosity which was consuming his inmost
soul"

(44).
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Indeed, Moncada's tale, if it were told directly to the
reader, would appear highly improbable.
who is the normative,

However, because John,

inside narratee in the novel and is there

fore tantamount to the reader, believes Moncada's story then the
reader might also believe Moncada's tale without feeling overly
gullible or slightly neurotic.
Also, narrative distance is further created for both the
narratee and the reader because Moncada only tells John part of
his tale in direct narration.

Embedded in Moncada's already

interpolated narration are: three letters, an additional interpo
lated tale, and a manuscript which contains three imbedded tales.
Thus, this highly mediated narration creates further narrative
distance between Maturin and his subject matter and between this
subject matter and the reader.
Of course,

it is understandable that Maturin so heavily

mediates this section of the novel because it is in "The Tale of
the Spaniard" that Melmoth the Wanderer is first introduced
directly to the reader.

Then too, Maturin's religious criticisms

reach their peak in Moncada's narration.
Throughout his narration, Moncada severely deprecates the
Catholic church in that he tells how this religious institution
brain-washed his mother and father and ultimately brought about
his family's ruination.

In addition, Moncada elaborates on the

corruption and the cruelty which takes place in the monasteries.
Then too, he depicts the hypocrisy of the Catholic clergy in
general.

In addition, as a fitting climax to his discussion of

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ith o u t perm ission.

94
religious atrocities, Moncada describes the horrors which occur
in the prison of the Inquisition.
Because the "Tale of the Spaniard" encompasses such contro
versial religious criticisms in addition to its supernatural
elements,

it is not surprising that Maturin has filtered this

tale through such a heavily mediated narrative structure.
In addition to creating narrative distance, the third set of
narrator/narratee relationships in Melmoth also helps to charac
terize its narrator as well as to characterize the narratee to
whom the narrator's tale is told.

Consequently, the character of

Moncada is well-depicted by the signals which he addresses to
John, his narratee.
Surprisingly,

in the beginning of his narration, Moncada

does not discuss the Wanderer at all.
life story.

Instead, he tells John his

The question then arises why does Moncada relate to

John information that he does not really need to know in order to
hear about Moncada's temptation by Melmoth?
Possibly, as Margaret Carter suggests, this is because
Moncada's background helps to symbolically identify him with
young John Melmoth.

By iterating his life story, Moncada depicts

how he too, like John, has also had to contend with delusion and
deception.

Carter writes:

Delusion and deception haunt Moncada throughout his
story; he must evaluate the sincerity of the brother
who suddenly converts from enmity to fraternal devo
tion, the patricidal monk who ostensibly helps him
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escape from the convent, and the Jew who shelters him.
(78)
Indeed, like Moncada, John, since his uncle's death, also
has to determine who can be believed and who can be trusted.
Therefore, Carter's assertion is correct to a certain extent.
However,

another possibility regarding why Moncada's story is so

long and circuitous is because in addition to addressing John
Melmoth, who is his primary narratee, Moncada is also relaying
his story to his family who serve as his secondary narratees.
Indeed, from the beginning of his narration, Moncada reveals
that he is over-whelmed with guilt.

However, he is not really

exorcising this guilt by telling his story to John.
Possibly,

like Victor in Frankenstein, who addresses his

narration to a secondary, as well as, a primary narratee, Moncada
is also directing his tale to secondary narratees in an attempt
to alleviate his guilt.

In Moncada's narration, these secondary

narratees are his dead brother, his dead father, and his mother
who is in a convent.

Possibly, this is why Moncada elaborates to

such an extent regarding why he could not endure life as a monk.
Thereby, Moncada is indirectly rationalizing to his family
regarding why he disgraced his mother and father and ultimately
caused his brother's death by his determination to repeal his
vows.
The next personality characteristic that Moncada depicts in
his narration to John is that even though he is plagued by a
guilty conscience; nevertheless, he retains a good sense of humor
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combined with an optimistic personality.

Evidently,

it is this

sense of humor which has enabled Moncada to endure all of the
hardships which he has encountered.

Initially, he was coerced

into becoming a monk against his will.

Furthermore in an attempt

to escape from the convent, he ends up in the prison of the
Inquisition.

However, Moncada is forever optimistic, and he does

not succumb to despair even when he is a prisoner of the Inquisi
tion.

Consequently, when Melmoth tempts him, Moncada emphatical

ly rejects Melmoth's proposal to barter his immortal soul in
order to alleviate his present dire circumstances.
Nevertheless, aside from his admirable character traits when
Moncada functions as a narrator and as a narratee in the "Tale of
the Spaniard," he displays several pejorative personality charac
teristics.

Most contemporary critics of Melmoth— Carter, Day,

Null, and Eggenschwiler— describe Moncada as basically a noble
character.

However, this is not entirely true.

Unfortunately, Moncada has several personality traits in
common with Melmoth the Wanderer.
hearty and impetuous.

Also,

Like Melmoth, Moncada is fool-

like the Wanderer, he is not beyond

sacrificing members of his family to ensure his own safety.
In addition to illuminating its narrator's character,
Moncada's narration also reveals character traits about John,
when he functions as the narratee of Moncada's tale.

Overall,

John is portrayed as a patient and sympathetic listener to
Moncada's story.
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Then too, John is also impressionable because he is affected
by the narration addressed to him. Indeed, John is so affected by
Moncada's story that at the end of "The Tale of the Spaniard,"
the omniscient narrator states,

"nor was he [John] perhaps

altogether without the wild hope of seeing the original of that
portrait he had destroyed, burst from the walls and take up the
fearful tale himself"

(406).

Consequently, after hearing Moncada's narration, John, who
at the beginning of the novel is skeptical and does not believe
in the supernatural, by the novel's conclusion,

firmly believes

in the existence of his one hundred and fifty year old ancestor—
Melmoth the Wanderer.

Carter writes:

"Protagonist and reader

together confronting the gradually revealed facts about Melmoth
the Wanderer, move together from doubt to acceptance of these
facts"

(75).

Now, that I have discussed Moncada's overall narration, I
will explicate the interpolated elements in his story.

Interpo

lated in Moncada's narration to John Melmoth: are three letters;
one interpolated tale; and, a manuscript translation.

In the

three letters incorporated in Alonzo Moncada's narration, Juan
Moncada, his brother,

is the narrator, and Alonzo Moncada is

Juan's narratee because he is the receiver of these letters.
The content of Juan's first and second letters deal with how
Moncada's brother reverses his hostility toward him and subse
quently helps him to attempt to repeal his vows. The content of
Juan's third letter relates his plan to assist Alonzo in escaping
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from the convent.

Juan suggests this escape after Alonzo's

appeal is rejected by a Spanish Civil Court.

Recklessly, Juan

orchestrates Alonzo's escape by bribing a monk who is accused of
murdering his father to assist Alonzo in this escape.
As in the other narrator/narratee relationships in Melmoth.
these three letters create narrative distance between Maturin and
his supernatural and controversial subject matter and between
this subject matter and the reader.

Furthermore, they help to

characterize Juan, the narrator, as well as Alonzo, the narratee,
to whom the narration is addressed.

In addition, these letters

emphasize three important themes in the novel— religious persecu
tion, broken family ties, and the time/patience theme.
Initially, these letters create distance between Maturin and
his severe religious criticisms and between these harsh religious
denounciations and Maturin's reader.

By using this epistolary

form, Maturin has filtered his controversial observations
through: a narrator, Alonzo Moncada; a narratee, young Melmoth;
and, the letters of Juan Moncada which are recounted by Alonzo
Moncada to John Melmoth.
In his letters to his brother, Juan tells Alonzo how the
»

family's director has caused disharmony in one of Spain's most
noble families by his manipulations to induct Alonzo into a
convent.

Because Alonzo Moncada was illegitimate, the director

convinced his mother that the only way that she could exonerate
her own guilt was to dedicate her illegitimate child to the
priesthood.

Juan writes to Alonzo,

"to dictate, to tyrannize, to
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manage a whole family, and that of rank, by his knowledge of the
frailty of one of its members, was all he [the director]
t o ” (91).

looked

Indeed, Juan condemns a corrupt cleric for causing his

family's disharmony and feels that the director will ultimately
bring about the family's ruination if Alonzo is not exonerated
from his vows.
Juan goes on to say in his first letter to Alonzo,

"I see

the whole power and system of nature reversed, by the arts of a
corrupt ecclesiastic.

By his means my brother has been impris

oned for life;— by his means our birth has been made a curse to
my mother and to you.

What have we had in the family since his

influence was fatally established in it, but dissension and
misery” (98).

Evidently, Juan blames the disharmony of his

family on the influence of a duplicitous ecclesiastic.

And, from

the evidence of his letters and Moncada's narration, Juan appears
to be correct.
Juan's overall summary of the diabolical nature of corrupt
clerics and the Catholic church,

in general, even though highly

interpolated, apparently mirrors Maturin's criticism of the
Catholic church.
Alonzo,
(91).

According to Maturin, via Juan's letters to

"the basis of all ecclesiastical power rests upon fear"
Because Maturin's religious denunciations are so harsh in

this portion of Melmoth. it is not surprising that Maturin has
filtered these observations through a narrator, a narratee, and
three interpolated letters.

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

100
As in the other narrator/narratee relationships in Me l m o t h ,
the relationship between Juan and Alonzo also characterizes both
the narrator and the narratee.

Indeed, Juan, the narrator is

aptly characterized in that by his letters, he appears to be a
well-meaning, but, at the same time, a somewhat impetuous and
irresponsible individual.

In the first letter that Juan writes

to Moncada, he suggests that Moncada petition a civil court in an
attempt to be released from his vows by contending that they were
enacted under duress.

And, this is a worthwhile suggestion on

Juan's behalf.
However, after Moncada's appeal is refused, Juan suggests to
Moncada that with his assistance, he should try to escape from
the convent.

Of course, this is a reckless and irresponsible

suggestion; nevertheless, Moncada accepts Juan's proposition.
Ultimately, Juan's reckless actions result in his own death and
in Moncada's confinement in the prison of the Inquisition.
In addition to being reckless and irresponsible, Juan in his
letters to Moncada also reveals that he has an obstinant, violent
and erratic personality.

In his first letter, Juan tells Alonzo

that his feelings toward him have now changed from an attitude of
hostility to an attitude of love and concern.
Juan further relates that because of his newly-founded
loyalty to Alonzo, he is now overcome by violent temper tantrums
and he is now causing a constant disruption in his parent's
household and also at school.

Finally,

in his third letter, Juan

relays to Alonzo that he has left home and is now impersonating
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various character types in Madrid in an effort to raise money to
assist Alonzo's escape from the convent.

Nevertheless, disre

garding his anti-social character traits, Juan Moncada appears to
be a devoted brother in that he is willing to risk his life and
fortune in an effort to help Moncada escape from the monastery.
In addition to characterizing their narrator, Juan's letters
also help further to characterize their narratee, Alonzo Moncada.
Surprisingly,

several negative aspects of Moncada's personality

are revealed when he functions as the narratee of Juan's letters.
After reading Juan's first letter, Moncada readily accepts
the idea to repeal his vows, and he totally disregards the effect
that this appeal will have on his family.

Then too, after his

appeal is refused, Moncada, albeit reluctantly, complies with
Juan's reckless idea to help him escape.
The fact that Alonzo complies with his brother's suggestion
to help him escape reveals that Alonzo is not only as fool-hearty
as his brother, but, that he is also extremely selfish because he
knows that by Juan's assisting him in his escape, he might well
jeopardize his brother's life or, at least, his safety.

After

receiving Juan's third letter which enumerates the plans for his
escape, Moncada says, "The escape of a monk is almost impossi
ble,— but his concealment afterwards is downright impossible"
(140).

Consequently, Moncada reveals his selfish, as well as

irresponsible, nature because he is aware of the dangers involved
in Juan's escape plan.
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Also, not only does Moncada realize that the escape itself
is an absurd idea, Moncada also realizes that the people who are
helping him to escape are not the most stable individuals.

Even

in retrospect, Moncada in his narration to young Melmoth confess
es that this escape was a foolish plan.

Moncada's says,

whom and what did my hopes of liberation rest?

"Upon

On the affection

ate energies of a wild, enterprising, and unaided being, and the
co-operation of a demon"

(139).

Nevertheless, Moncada does

attempt an escape which is financed by Juan and with the demonic,
patricidal monk as his guide.

Ultimately, this reckless plan

ends in disaster because the patricidal monk murders Juan and
betrays Alonzo.
Interestingly enough, Alonzo never tries to justify to young
Melmoth, his overall narratee, why he participated in such a
dangerous scheme.

Consequently, this initiates some interesting

speculations regarding Alonzo's character.

Possibly, Alonzo is

lying to Melmoth regarding the contents of Juan's letters.
Indeed, Alonzo provides no real evidence of these letters.
Significantly, he tells Melmoth regarding these documents that,
"I swallowed the first the moment I had read it, and the rest I
found means to destroy unperceived as I received them"
Consequently,
being selfish,
liar.

it is possible that Moncada,

(101).

in addition to

irresponsible, and unfeeling, that he is also a

Perhaps, he was the one who wrote to Juan asking his

brother to help him to repeal his vows.

Then, Moncada requested

that Juan aid him in his escape as a last resort.

Or possibly,
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Moncada is merely exaggerating the solicitous content of Juan's
letters in order to gain young Melmoth's sympathies.
Nevertheless, whether or not these letters are fabricated or
merely exaggerated, they serve as a useful device for Maturin's
depicting three of the novel's basic themes to the reader.
Obviously, the most dominant theme explicated in these letters is
that of religious persecution and the corrupt nature of the
omnipotent Catholic ecclesiastics.
Another dominant theme of these letters is that of broken
family ties which in this section of the novel is interwoven with
the theme of religious persecution.

Because of the influence of

the Catholic church on the Moncada family, at one point, their
father, who has sacrificed his eldest son to a convent, is now
ready to stab his younger son.
Moncada says to his father,

Appropriately enough, Juan

"Strike— this is the consummation of

monastic power,— it begun by violating nature, and ends in
filicide"

(97).

Evidently, Maturin is suggesting that the Catholic church
gains its power initially by causing disharmony in families and
ultimately internal dissension in society in general.

According

to Maturin, this makes people more loyal to the church than they
are to each other.

Thus, corrupt clerics gain absolute power.

The third theme depicted in these letters is the novel's
time/patience theme.

However, Juan's letters to Alonzo provide

an interesting variation on this theme while at the same time
elaborating on it.

The ultimate mistake that both Juan and
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Alonzo Moncada make are that they are too precipitous.

If both

brothers would have been more patient, ultimately Alonzo might
have been able to escape from the convent in a less hazardous
manner.

Throughout M elmoth. Maturin suggests that precipitous

and irresponsible actions are not only dangerous, but they are
also futile.

Furthermore, he stresses that ultimate good emerges

from patiently waiting for circumstances to improve and not by
succumbing to despair or engaging in rash actions.
Nevertheless,

since Alonzo does not barter his immortal soul

to alleviate his temporary misfortunes as Melmoth does, he is not
perpetually damned.
does:

Nevertheless, by his precipitous actions he

indirectly contribute to his brother's death; he causes his

family's ruination; and, he initiates his own imprisonment.

In

addition, even after his escape from the prison of the Inquisi
tion, Alonzo still remains a perpetual fugitive.
Evidently, interpolated in Juan's letters to Alonzo, Maturin
is suggesting that not only succumbing to despair can be disas
trous, but also Maturin depicts how irresponsible and erratic
actions in an attempt to alleviate a temporary misfortune can
merely make dire circumstances worse.
The one and only directly interpolated tale, which is not in
a letter or a manuscript,

in Moncada's narration to John Melmoth

is the story told by the demonic, patricidal monk to Alonzo
Moncada.

After Alonzo's appeal is rejected by a civil court,

Juan in an effort to help Alonzo escape enlists the services of a
monk, who has murdered his father and is taking refuge in the
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monastery.

During the course of their escape, this patricidal

monk tells Alonzo the story of two lovers who he betrayed under
the pretense of helping them to escape.
This relationship, with the monk as the narrator and Alonzo
as the narratee of the monk's tale, constitutes the sixth pair of
narrator/narratee relationships in Melmoth.

As in the other

narrator/narratee relationships in the novel, the narrative
discourse between the patricidal monk and Moncada creates dis
tance between Maturin and his supernatural and controversial
subject matter and between this subject matter and the reader.
Understandably, Maturin wants to create distance between
himself, as author, and the supernatural content of the monk's
tale because the story of two lovers, who almost resort to
cannibalism,

is an highly improbable story if presented directly

to the reader.

However, because of the circumstances under which

the monk tells Moncada this tale, while they are trapped in the
catacombs of the convent waiting for night in order to escape,
Alonzo, his narratee,
might the reader.

is perfectly willing to believe him and so

Furthermore,

ironically, the monk's descrip

tion of how he betrayed the two lovers foreshadows the monk's
betrayal of Moncada.
In addition to the supernatural subject matter that Maturin
is interpolating in this section of the novel, Maturin also once
again severely denigrates the Catholic clergy, and, of course, he
does not want to present these dire criticisms directly to the
reader.

In addition to denigrating the Catholic clergy, Maturin
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also presents an interesting commentary on the theme of broken
family ties by depicting how quickly the lovers' feelings of
passion turn to those of hate when faced with the circumstances
of darkness and starvation.
Maturin's religious criticisms in this section of the novel
focus on the arbitrary nature of monastic punishment and the
sadistic inclinations of monks,

in general.

Regarding the

arbitrariness of punishment in the convents, Moncada relays how
this demonic monk, who murdered his father to obtain money to
settle a gambling debt,

is now taking sanctuary in the convent

with the director's blessings.

On the other hand, this monk's

friend, who merely defaced an image of the virgin, was brutally
executed.
Indeed, the sadistic nature of the Catholic clergy, the
cruelty of the convent's director, as well as of the other monks,
is depicted by the patricidal monk's tale to Alonzo.

In his

narration, the monk tells Alonzo that the director's idea of
punishing these lovers initially was for the patricidal monk,
Alonzo's guide, to pretend to help them escape.

However,

in the

course of their escape, the monk tells the lovers that for their
own protection that they should hide in one of the vaults in the
convent's cellar for a few hours.

However, once the lovers enter

this chamber, the door is immediately nailed shut by the direc
tor.

Furthermore, by the director's orders, they are left to

starve to death under the supervision of the other monks.

Of

course, this tale comments on, not only, the sadistic nature of

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

107
the patricidal monk and the director but also on the cruelty of
monastic punishment in general.
In terms of sociological criticisms, Maturin, by way of the
monk's story to Alonzo, explicates how all personal relationships
deteriorate to a type of bestiality under stress.

In the course

of his narration to Alonzo, the monk says about these lovers that
on the first day they clung to each other.

However, by the

second day, they moved apart and cursed each other.

In addition,

by the fourth night, the monk tells Alonzo regarding the female
that "her lover,

in the agony of hunger, had fastened his teeth

in her shoulder"

(Melmoth 165).

The patricidal monk tells Alonzo

that immediately before their deaths, "The bitterest enemies on
earth could not have regarded each other with more abhorrence
than these lovers"

(165).

Evidently, Maturin is presenting a dim

view of the ability of human relationships to endure under dire
circumstances.
Consequently, because once again Maturin is presenting
severe sociological and religious criticisms embedded in the
monk's tale,

it is not surprising that he has filtered this

portion of his novel through a narrator, a narratee and an
interpolated tale.
Furthermore, because Alonzo is also the overall narrator of
this section of the novel as well as the narratee of the monk's
tale, this story is further removed from the reader because
Alonzo as narrator is describing Alonzo as the narratee.

Conse

quently, the facts presented are Alonzo's subjective account to
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John, and not even directly interpolated material.

Thus, the

monk's tale is even further removed from the reader.
As in the other narrator/narratee relationships in Mel m o t h .
the relationship between the patricidal monk and Alonzo also
characterizes the narrator and further characterizes the narratee
to whom the narration is addressed.

Consequently, the character

of the patricidal monk is established by the signals which he
addresses to Alonzo, his narratee.
Ironically even though the monk is the narrator of this tale
and he does try to gain sympathy from Alonzo by his story;
nevertheless, he does not succeed in gaining his narratee's
sympathies.

Instead, he establishes himself as a totally deplor

able character.

Ironically, by his own tale, this monk reveals

himself as having no redeeming social qualities other than that
he is a diabolically ingenious individual.

And, not only does

the reader have this impression of him, but Alonzo, his narratee
also perceives him as a deplorable individual.
In fact, the patricidal monk is the only other character in
the novel whose objectionable characteristics directly parallel
those of Melmoth the Wanderer.

Indeed, after reading the monk's

narration to Alonzo, the reader realizes that the monk and
Melmoth the Wanderer have several personality traits in common.
Like Melmoth, this monk is evil; however, at the same time
he is diabolically ingenious.

Furthermore,

like Melmoth, the

monk feels that he can alleviate his own sins by the suffering of
others.

In addition, both Melmoth and the monk are not beyond

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

109
sacrificing members of their own families to obtain their nefari
ous ends.
However, the reader, most likely, will perceive the patri
cidal monk as a far more deplorable and objectionable character
than even the Wanderer himself.

This is true because this monk

destroys two lovers under the pretense of helping them escape and
then ultimately he betrays Alonzo.
characters are innocent victims.

Unfortunately, all of these
Consequently, the patricidal

monk appears as far more despicable than even Melmoth in that he
preys upon innocent victims; whereas, Melmoth can only seduce
people with their consent.
Evidently, this monk is evil because he is so depraved that
he cannot stand to see anyone happy when he is miserable.
Consequently, the monk,
others.

like Melmoth, thrives on the ruination of

However, the nature of Melmoth's evil is more conceiv

able because he is trying to get someone to trade places with him
in an effort to redeem his lost salvation.

On the other hand,

the patricidal monk realizes that his salvation is lost and
merely delights in the torture and destruction of innocent
victims.
In addition to depicting the monk as a deplorable character,
this narrator/narratee relationship also helps further to charac
terize Alonzo when he functions as the narratee of the monk's
tale.

As the narratee of Juan's letters, Alonzo reveals that he

is an unsympathetic,

impetuous and selfish individual.

In

addition to these qualities, as the narratee of the monk's tale,
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Alonzo also reveals that he is inordinately naive for a man of
his age and experience.
Surprisingly, Alonzo still trusts the patricidal monk even
after this monk tells Alonzo how he betrayed the two lovers.
This shows that Alonzo is somewhat unsophisticated because he
does not perceive that the monk will probably betray him, also.
Of course, this gives an ironic tone to the monk's tale because
the reader realizes that this tale foreshadows how the monk will
ultimately betray Alonzo.
Once again, as in the other narrator/narratee relationships
in the novel, this narrator/narratee relationship also helps to
emphasize the important themes which continue throughout Mel m o t h .
Initially, there is a strong theme of religious persecution which
continues throughout the monk's tale which is explicated by the
descriptions of sadism and the unfair punishment in the convents.
In addition,

another dominant theme of the monk's narration is

that of broken family ties.

Of course, this theme is explicated

primarily because the monk has murdered his own father.

In

addition, this theme is intensified because in the pair of
lovers, who through the monk's betrayal starve to death, the
woman is his sister.

Consequently, Maturin is depicting how

family ties can easily be compromised when nefarious individuals,
like the monk and Melmoth the Wanderer, find it to their advan
tage to sacrifice or destroy members of their own families.
After Alonzo is betrayed by the patricidal monk, he is
interred in the prison of the Inquisition.

However, before
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Alonzo's punishment is decreed by the officials of the Inquisi
tion, a fire breaks out in the prison, and he escapes.
After Alonzo escapes, he takes refuge in the apartment of a
Jewish merchant who is posing as a Christian to the Spanish
authorities.

However, after a short period of time, the Inquisi

tion officials suspect that this man is harboring Alonzo.
Consequently, the Spanish police invade this merchant's apartment
and question him.
Since Moncada suspects that this man will ultimately betray
him, he flees his apartment and takes refuge in the underground
tunnels of Madrid.

While wandering through these underground

passages, he discovers the subterraneous vault of the Jew,
Adonijah.

Subsequently, Adonijah agrees to give Alonzo sanctuary

in return for translating a manuscript which Adonijah wrote many
years ago and which deals with the background of the skeletons
which he has displayed in his cell.
This manuscript,

"The Tale of the Indians," which Moncada

translates has the following characteristics:

it is divided into

four segments; it contains six pairs of narrator/narratee rela
tionships; it incorporates three embedded letters; and three
interpolated tales— Melmoth's tale to Immalee,
Guzman's Family," and "The Lovers' Tale."

"The Tale of

The "Tale of the

Indians" is actually the overall title of this manuscript and
embedded in this document is the other interpolated material.
As in the other interpolated tales in Melm o t h . this manu
script translation creates distance between both Maturin and his
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supernatural and controversial subject matter and between this
subject matter and the reader.

Initially, narrative distance is

created because Moncada is translating a mutilated manuscript.
Furthermore, this manuscript is obscured because even though it
is written in the Spanish language, Adonijah concealed its
contents from the officials of the Inquisition by using the Greek
alphabet.
In addition, narrative distance is further created because
the real and the virtual narrators and narratees of this manu
script are not the same people.

Because Moncada relates to young

Melmoth the contents of this manuscript, Alonzo, within the realm
of the novel, is the narrator and John is his narratee.

However,

the real author and narrator, who actually wrote this manuscript,
is Adonijah.

However, because of old age and failing eye sight,

he is no longer able to read his own document.
In addition, the actual narratee to whom this manuscript was
initially addressed is also unknown.

However, since Moncada

functions as the translator, he is for all practical purposes
Adonijah/s narratee.

On the other hand, as a translator, Moncada

might also be considered a narrator.

Furthermore, Moncada, as

the narrator/translator has another narratee,
young John, which is Immalee's skeleton.

in addition to

To make this narration

even more complicated and obscure, Adonijah places Immalee's
skeleton in front of Moncada and tells him to tell the tale to
her and for her benefit.
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Consequently, Maturin establishes significant distance
between himself and his subject matter and between this subject
matter and the reader because he has Moncada translate a mutilat
ed manuscript written by a circumspect character in an alphabet
which the translator does not really understand.

In addition,

several of the manuscript/s pages are missing so that Moncada
must fill in the gaps with his own explanations.

To accentuate

this narrative distance, Moncada's narratee is a skeleton.
Not surprisingly, Maturin wants to remove himself, as
author, from this section of the novel because this manuscript
incorporates the most supernatural elements of the novel.
Indeed,

in the first pair of narrator/narratee relationships in

"The Tale of the Indians" manuscript, Melmoth the Wanderer speaks
for the first time in the novel as a first person narrator.
too, this manuscript,

Then

in general, and the first narrator/narratee

relationship between Melmoth and Immalee in particular, contains
the most all-encompasing religious criticisms in the novel.

In

addition, this manuscript incorporates the most pejorative social
criticisms in the text.
Structurally, the "Tale of the Indians" manuscript is
divided into four segments.

The first segment of this manuscript

takes place on an island in the Indian Sea and
narrator and Immalee is his

Melmoth is the

narratee. The second portion

manuscript is set in Madrid three years later.

of this

The third part of

this manuscript describes the travels of Immalee's father, Don
Francisco and contains two of the three interpolated tales, which
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are incorporated in this document.

The fourth section of "The

Tale of the Indians" finalizes the story in that it deals with
Melmoth's final betrayal of Immalee, and how he subsequently de
stroys her and her family.
As in the other narrator/narratee relationships in the
novel, this manuscript also helps to characterize its narrators
and their narratees.

Essentially, the narrator of this manu

script is Adonijah since he initially wrote the document.
Interestingly, even though Adonijah is a relatively minor charac
ter in the novel, this manuscript translation does depict several
illuminating aspects of his personality.

Initially,

the reader

realizes that Adonijah must have supernatural powers because
otherwise how would he have first-hand knowledge regarding all of
the various activities of Melmoth which he describes in the
document.
Furthermore, Adonijah,
Wanderer,

like John Melmoth and Melmoth the

is plagued by an insatiable curiosity.

Evidently,

because of his desire to obtain forbidden knowledge, Adonijah has
contributed to the death of his wife and child.

Furthermore,

because of his supernatural dabblings, he has been condemned to
live in this underground cell which he has inhabited for the past
fifty years.

Also,

like Melmoth the Wanderer, Adonijah has

prolonged his life, probably at the expense of his soul, because
when Moncada meets him, he is one hundred and seven years old.
In addition to characterizing its author Adonijah, Moncada,
as the translator/narratee of this manuscript,

also reveals an
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interesting aspect of his character.

This aspect is that he is

the one major character in the novel who is not plagued by an
insatiable curiosity like Stanton, John Melmoth, Melmoth the
Wanderer, and Adonijah.

Whereas, John Melmoth cannot wait to

read Stanton's manuscript, Moncada has no desire to translate
Adonijah's document, and he only deciphers it because he is
forced to do so.
Regarding the translation of this document, Moncada tells
John,

"to me this was a task of horror unspeakable.

I felt

myself as an added link to the chain, the end of which, held by
an invisible hand, was drawing me to perdition; and I was now to
become the recorder of my own condemnation"

(207).

Albeit,

Moncada may have several undesirable qualities, but he is not a
Faustian overreacher.
In addition to characterizing its author and its translator,
this manuscript translation also helps to characterize the
narratees to whom these narrators tell their stories.
since Moncada's narratee is Immalee's skeleton,

Of course,

she functions as

an interesting narratee because she knows more than either the
author or the translator know about the manuscript's subject
matter.

However, unfortunately,

like Elizabeth in Frankenstein.

Immalee is deceased when the narrator's story is addressed to
her.

Therefore,

she cannot either confirm or deny the story

which is told about her.
Then too, further insights are revealed about young Mel
moth 's character when he functions as the narratee of this

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

116
manuscript.

Indeed, John proves to be an unusual narratee within

the scope of Gothic novels because he frequently interrupts
Moncada and asks him questions about the story which he is
relaying.

This is highly irregular because it is not usual in

Gothic novels for narratees to interrupt their narrator's sto
ries.

Therefore, John's insatiable curiosity is further revealed

because he is not only interested in Moncada's story about his
mysterious ancestor, but he is also very particular about how
Moncada translates this manuscript and relays the story.
Also, as in Stanton's manuscript and as in the other inter
polated tales in M elmoth. several of the novels major themes are
portrayed in the "Tale of the Indians."

Furthermore, three of

the novel's major themes— religious persecution,

broken family

ties, and the monotony of human existence— are epitomized and
culminated in this portion of the novel.
Now, that I have discussed this manuscript generally,

I will

explicate the segments of the manuscript individually further
explaining the functions of the narrator/narratee relationships.
In the one and only interpolated tale in the first segment
of "The Tale of the Indians" manuscript, Melmoth the Wanderer is
the narrator and Immalee, a lost Spanish heiress, who later in
the manuscript is recognized as Isidora,

is his narratee.

Once

again, this narrator/narratee relationship creates distance
between both Maturin and his supernatural and controversial
subject matter and between this subject matter and the reader
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because it is an interpolated tale in a manuscript which is told
in Moncada's overall embedded narration in the novel.
Of course, Maturin has to remove this tale to make it
believable because Melmoth, a Satanic agent,

is seducing a

Spanish heiress who after surviving a ship-wreck has been ban
ished on an island in the Indian Ocean since she was two years
old.

Therefore, this tale would be highly improbable if present

ed directly to the reader.
In addition, Maturin does not want to take responsibility
for the severe religious and sociological criticisms which are
espoused by Melmoth during the course of his narration to Imma
lee.

During the course of his narration to Immalee, Melmoth not

only depicts Protestants persecuting Protestants and Catholics
torturing Catholics but he also denigrates all religious beliefs
from Paganism to Christianity.
During the course of his narration to Immalee, Melmoth
directs a telescope towards the shore of India, and he shows
Immalee a panoramic view of religious history.

Melmoth tells

Immalee that:
The inhabitants of the world you are about to see,
call this worship,— and they have adopted very differ
ent modes; so different, that, in fact, there is but
one point in which they all agree— that of making their
religion a torment; the religion of some prompting them
to torture themselves, and the religion of some prompt
ing them to torture others"

(223).
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First, Immalee sees the worship of the demonic god, Jugger
naut.

The worshippers of this god engage in human sacrifice and

masochistic rituals.

Next, Melmoth shows Immalee the worshippers

of the goddess, Maha-deva.

The young mothers who worship this

goddess leave their new-born infants in front of this goddess's
temple "to perish with hunger, or be devoured by the birds, while
their mothers danced and sung in honour of the goddess"

(225).

Next, Melmoth explains to Immalee the religion of the Turks.
Melmoth tells her that "their religion, binds them to hate all
who do not worship as they do"

(226).

Finally, Melmoth tells

Immalee regarding Christians that "in their zeal for suffering,
they feel the torments of one world not enough, unless aggravated
by the terrors of another"

(235).

In addition to his religious criticisms, Melmoth severely
criticizes social institutions and society in general.

Through

out the course of his story to Immalee, Melmoth iterates that the
real source and nature of evil is in society and not in his own
misguided view of humanity and social institutions.

When speak

ing to Immalee of a world that she is not familiar with, Melmoth
insists to her that he is no more evil than the rest of mankind.
Indeed, Melmoth's initial comment to Immalee is that,
from a world where there are thousands like me"

(217).

"I come
And, even

though the reader realizes that what Melmoth says is not true,
Immalee, his narratee, believes him because she is not familiar
with society.
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Throughout his narration to Immalee, Melmoth depicts civi
lized society as a bleak world full of suffering, guilt, poverty,
and misery.

Melmoth explains to Immalee that misery is so

indigenous to society that most people no longer even realize how
miserable they are.

Melmoth says to Immalee:

...those who live in uncontrasted and untantalized
misery, can hardly feel it— suffering becomes their
habit, and they feel no more jealously of their situa
tion than the bat, who clings in blind and famishing
stupefaction to the cleft of a rock, feels of the
situation of the butterfly, who drinks of the dew, and
bathes in the bloom of every flower.

(231)

Indeed, Melmoth describes civilization to Immalee as a bleak
place, and he definitely suggests that she is much better off
sequestered on her deserted island.

Of course, Maturin does not

appear responsible for Melmoth's harsh social denouncitions
because he has incorporated these criticisms into the narration
of "the enemy of mankind"; therefore, supposedly these pejorative
observations do not reflect the opinions of the author.

Unfortu

nately, these opinions are readily believed by Immalee, Melmoth's
narratee, because she is not familiar with society; therefore,
she cannot refute Melmoth's accusations.
As in the other narrator/narratee relationships in the
novel, the relationship between Melmoth and Immalee also charac
terizes Melmoth as a narrator and characterizes Immalee when she
functions as the narratee of his tale.

Indeed, the reader
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receives an interesting impression of Melmoth because he tells
his story to Immalee in first person narration.

Albeit, even

though the reader receives an impression of Melmoth,

it is merely

the superficial impression which Melmoth wants to present to
Immalee, his narratee.

However, even though Immalee is duped by

Melmoth's superficial charms, the reader is not.
Initially, Melmoth presents himself to Immalee as a charm
ing, articulate, and witty man, even though he is extremely
cynical regarding society and religion.

Consequently,

Immalee is

so impressed by this superficial pose, which Melmoth portrays,
that she falls in love with him.
Like Robert Walton in Frankenstein. Immalee perceives her
narrator differently than the reader interprets him.

Ultimately,

the reader sees Melmoth as a self-deceived and deceiving narrator
who is a misguided agent of evil.

Furthermore, the reader

realizes that Melmoth is so critical of society because he is
indirectly rationalizing why he has bartered his immortal soul to
alleviate some temporary misfortune.

However, because Immalee is

so naive, she merely perceives Melmoth as a desirable lover and
not as the despicable character which he actually is.
In addition to characterizing its narrator, Melmoth's tale
also helps to characterize Immalee to whom his narration is
addressed.

Prince writes that certain narratees are essential

and others are not (51).

Indeed, Immalee is an essential narra-
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tee for Melmoth's story because she is not familiar with the
civilized world; therefore, she cannot refute Melmoth's harsh and
felonious accusations.
By the way she interprets Melmoth's narration,

Immalee

reveals that she is a natural individual who is completely uncor
rupted by civilized institutions.

Therefore,

she is totally

horrified when Melmoth describes to her the atrocities which
occur in the civilized world.
dietary habits of Europeans,

When Melmoth tells her about the
"Immalee shuddered at the mention of

animal food, as the most delicate European would at the mention
of a cannibal feast"

(231).

However, even though Immalee is superior to the reader in
innocence she is inferior in worldly experience.
is easily seduced by Melmoth.

Therefore, she

The manuscript describes the

relationship between Immalee and Melmoth as follows,

"He turned

the fatal light of his dark eyes on the only being who never
shrunk from their expression,
less"

(229).

for her innocence made her fear

Unfortunately, because she is fearless, she is also

susceptible to Melmoth's charms and she believes Melmoth's
felonious religious and social denounciations.
Thus, Immalee is a narratee who is definitely affected by
the narration addressed to her.

However, she appears to be more

affected by the narrator than by the tale that he tells.
Eggenschwiler in his article,

David

"Melmoth the Wanderer: Gothic on

G o thic," writes about Immalee that,

"with her beginnings of con

sciousness, love, and a vague religious sense, she falls from
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soft-primitivism into the cult of feeling"

(174).

However,

Immalee's emotions are basically reserved for Melmoth and not for
the material which he presents.

Unfortunately, this feeling

proves Immalee's ruination because her love is for Melmoth the
Wanderer, the first person who delivers her from the boredom of
her deserted island.
Unfortunately, because Immalee falls hopelessly in love with
Melmoth, this proves her ruination.

Ultimately, Melmoth's

narration to Immalee does not enrich her with a knowledge of
society, which is Melmoth's intent, but merely reminds her of the
love of nature which she once possessed and has now lost.
Immalee says about Melmoth after he leaves her that,

"Before he

came, every thing loved me, and I had more things to love than I
could reckon by the hairs of my head— now I feel I can love but
one, and that one has deserted me"

(242).

However, Melmoth does

not desert her for long because Immalee meets him three years
later in Madrid.
Because Immalee is such an easy prey for Melmoth, Maturin
seems to be suggesting that innocence is not its own protection.
And, ultimately, withdrawing from society and leading a totally
isolated existence is not the answer for dealing with life's
problems any more than succumbing to despair is.

Indeed, even

though Immalee is an uncorrupted child of nature who has been
sequestered most of her life on a deserted island,

she still is

exposed to an evil influence.
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Contemporary critics of Melmoth. such as Margaret Carter,
suggest that Maturin is advocating a type of soft-primitivism
because Immalee is not ultimately seduced by Melmoth on her
island, but rather she is irrevocably entrapped by him in Madrid
after she returns to civilization.

However,

it really makes no

difference where Immalee finally succumbs to Melmoth because
ultimately she is an easy victim for him because she is so naive,
due to her early isolated existence, that she is not discriminat
ing regarding Melmoth's diabolical character.
In addition to characterizing Melmoth and Immalee, the
narration between Melmoth and Immalee also emphasizes two impor
tant themes in the novel.

The most obvious themes which M el

moth's narration to Immalee depicts are those of broken family
ties and the time/patience theme in the novel.

However, M e l 

moth's narration to Immalee provides an interesting variation on
the novel's main theme which is that "no temporary misfortune is
so bleak that an individual should barter his immortal soul to
alleviate it."

Indeed,

Immalee's mistake is that she is so

impressed by Melmoth because he is the first human being that she
has met that she falls in love with him.

Nevertheless,

if she

could have just controlled her emotions until she was rescued by
her family in Madrid,

she would have learned to find solace in

doing good deeds and in a true love of God not encumbered by
religious dogma.
The second theme incorporated in this narration is that of
broken family ties.

Indeed, Immalee is marooned on this island
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in the Indian Sea because her family made no effort to locate her
after she was shipwrecked with her nurse as an infant.
Nevertheless, eventually her family does find her.

There

fore, the second segment of "The Tale of the Indians" manuscript
takes place in Spain three years later after Immalee/Isidora is
reunited with her family in Madrid.

This portion of the manu

script deals with directly interpolated material describing
Melmoth and Immalee from when they reunite in Madrid until their
marriage.
In this part of the manuscript, the narrator/narratee
pairing is the same as in the overall manuscript translation:
Adonijah is the author; Moncada is the translator; Immalee's
skeleton is Moncada's actual narratee; and, John Melmoth is
Moncada's overall narratee.

Once again, Maturin uses this

mediated narration to interpolate his sociological and religious
criticisms.
In addition, Maturin is further removing himself, as author,
from his criticisms in this section of the manuscript because
Moncada, the narrator, who has the prerogative of slanting the
material which he translates,

is relaying this document.

Of

course, the reader is well aware that Mondcada is very critical
of Catholicism,

and furthermore, that he is very critical of

upper-class Spanish society because of his own background.
Therefore, Maturin makes his material more ambiguous because he
allows the reader to decide whether or not Moncada has embel-
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lished the manuscript's initial derogatory remarks about both
institutions.
In regard to religious criticisms, this section of the
manuscript denigrates Catholicism as a faith that substitutes
external formalities for true religious piety.
Isidora's mother,

says about Catholicism that,

Donna Clara,
"true religion

lies in hearing mass— in going to confession— in performing
penance— in observing the fasts and vigils— in undergoing morti
fication and abstinence— in believing all that the holy church
teaches— and hating, detesting, abhorring, and execrating..."
(255).
Evidently, this critique of Catholicism by Donna Clara
summarizes the religious convictions of the family's priest, all
Isidora's family, and probably, according to Maturin, the reli
gious sentiments of all upper-class Spaniards.
hand,

On the other

Isidora proposes an antithesis to this type of religion by

preaching and practicing a doctrine of universal love.
In regard to sociological criticisms, Maturin's social
denounciations in this section of the manuscript center on the
superficiality and meaninglessness of existence in upper-class
seventeenth century Spanish society.
manuscript says about Isidora that,

Moncada translating the
"Her singular destiny seemed

to have removed her from a physical wilderness, to place her in a
moral one.
first"

And, perhaps, her last state was worse than her

(253).
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Ultimately, Maturin appears to be using these religious and
social criticisms to describe not only seventeenth century
Spanish society, but as a microcosmic criticism of all civilized
societies.

Furthermore, since Moncada, as both translator and

narratee, has been exposed to both the hypocrisy of Catholicism
and the superficiality of upper-class Spanish society, he readily
believes the material which he translates.
Since I have already discussed how the translation of this
manuscript characterizes its narrators and narratees,
discuss the themes which it explicates.

I will now

The two major themes

explicated in this portion of the manuscript are those of broken
family ties and the monotony of human existence.

Broken family

ties are aptly depicted in this section of the manuscript by the
three interpolated letters which are exchanged between Donna
Clara and Don Francisco, Isidora's mother and father.
Indeed, these letters show that Isidora's mother is bigoted,
insensitive and self-righteous.

In addition, Isidora's father by

the letters, which he sends to Donna Clara, portray him as mercu
rial and unconcerned about his daughter's welfare.

Thus, neither

parent really cares about the welfare of Isidora.
Ultimately, both mother and father merely regard her as a
commodity to be bartered in marriage for the family's benefit.
Don Francisco shows his idea of paternal concern by writing to
his wife regarding Isidora that,

"I shall bring with me one who

is to be her husband, Don Gregorio Montilla, of whose qualifica
tions I am not now at leisure to speak, but whom I expect she
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will receive as becomes the dutiful daughter...of Francisco Di
Aliaga"

(283).

The second theme explored in this section of the manuscript
is the monotony of human existence.

Initially,

Immalee/Isidora

was attracted to Melmoth because of her isolation and her boredom
with her lonely existence on her deserted island.

However, the

question which the manuscript poses is why is she now attracted
to him when she is living a life of wealth and luxury in Madrid?
Regarding this dilemma, Jack Null writes,

"The enforced monotony

of her respectable life as Isidora paves the way for Melmoth's
reappearance"

(145).

And, Null is correct.

Indeed, Isidora is so disillusioned

by her new-found life in Spain that in a prayer to the statue of
the Virgin,

she asks for a surcease of memory and feeling, "since

life requires only duties that no feeling suggests, and apathy
that no reflection disturbs"

(261).

Indeed, Maturin presents a

dim view of contemporary Spanish society in that Isidora ulti
mately prefers marriage to the demonic Melmoth than a life of
luxury with her upper-class family in Madrid.
Of course, these themes of broken family ties and the
monotony of human existence are appreciated by both Moncada, as
translator,

and John, as narratee, because both of these charac

ters have found their lives extremely boring at some point—
Moncada in the monastery, and John at school.

Consequently, both

translator and narratee might feasibly believe that Isidora would
elope with Melmoth to escape her boring existence.

Furthermore,
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after the description which the manuscript presents of upperclass Spanish society, the reader can also sympathize with
Isidora's decision.
The second section of the "Tale of the Indians" manuscript
culminates with Isidora's wedding to Melmoth which is performed
by a dead hermit in a ruined monastery.

After Isidora marries

Melmoth, the action of the manuscript changes in focus from the
activities of Isidora and Melmoth to the wanderings of Isidora's
father, Don Francisco.

The third section of the "The Tale of the

Indians" manuscript contains two interpolated tales; whereby, a
mysterious stranger and finally Melmoth warn Don Francisco
regarding the imminent danger which his daughter is in.
The first interpolated tale which is embedded in the third
segment of the "Tale of the Indians" manuscript is entitled "The
Tale of Guzman's Family."

In this narration, a mysterious

stranger is the narrator and Don Francisco,
father,

Immalee/Isidora's

is his narratee.

Once again, Maturin is using the device of an interpolated
tale in a manuscript to create distance between both himself as
author and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and
between this subject matter and the reader.
However, this third segment of the manuscript seems to
initiate an optimistic change in the novel because now Maturin's
sociological and religious criticisms are becoming less severe.
Furthermore, the two imbedded tales in this segment of the
manuscript do not really deal with sinister supernatural subject
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matter;

instead, these stories serve as warnings to Don Francisco

about the danger involving his daughter.

Regarding these two

stories, Maturin seems to be using narrative distance to convince
the reader that indeed miracles still occur if people are patient
and do not succumb to despair or engage in impetuous actions.
In the first story, "The Tale of Guzman's Family," a myste
rious stranger tells Don Francisco a story about Walberg, a
German musician, who becomes the victim of poverty, misery, and
despair because of the manipulations of the Catholic Church.
However,

even when Walberg and his family are starving, Walberg

will still not trade his soul to alleviate his immediate misfor
tunes.

Consequently, the stranger's narration to Don Francisco

reiterates the story of another of Melmoth's temptations and of
another victim who would not succumb to despair.
Ultimately, Walberg is wise not to have bartered his immor
tal soul because eventually his wife's fortune is restored and
the family returns to Germany with their health, happiness, and,
most of all Walberg's soul still intact.
Superficially, this tale appears to have no relevance to the
overall novel.

However,

if the reader carefully examines this

story, he will see that the narrative distance, characteriza
tions, and themes in this tale interweave to make the story a
significant element in the novel's overall structure.
Regarding characterizations, both the narrator, the mysteri
ous stranger, and Don Francisco, the narratee, have characteris
tics in common with Melmoth the Wanderer.

Of course, very little
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is known about the stranger's character except that like Melmoth
the Wanderer, he is plagued by an insatiable curiosity.

Further

more, like the Wanderer, this stranger must have psychic powers
in that he realizes that Don Francisco's family is going to
become the victims of Melmoth. Furthermore,

in addition, the

stranger feels that he must convince Don Francisco regarding the
existence of the Wanderer and the imminent danger which Francis
co's daughter is in.
However, even though the reader learns very little about the
narrator, the reader does discover a great deal about Don Fran
cisco when he functions as the narratee of the stranger's tale.
Initially, by the way he reacts to the stranger's story, Don
Francisco proves to be an insensitive and unperceptive listener.
Consequently, Don Francisco, as the stranger's narratee,
acts as an ironic relay between the narrator and the reader.
Because at this point in the novel, the reader realizes why the
stranger has chosen Don Francisco to be the narratee of his
story.

However, Don Francisco does not realize why he is the

narratee of the stranger's tale.
Prince writes,

"the narratee can be more or less affected,

more or less influenced by the narrative addressed to him"

(18).

However, even though Don Francisco should be affected by the
narration addressed to him, he is not.

Even though the stranger

is trying to warn Don Francisco about the danger of Melmoth to
Francisco's family, Don Francisco feels that the stranger's story
is merely wasting his time.
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Once again by the character of Don Francisco, Maturin is
reiterating the idea that all men are capable,
doing evil.

if not guilty, of

Indeed, at the end of his narration, the mysterious

stranger says to Don Francisco,

"You yourself, Senhor, who of

course, as an orthodox and inveterate Catholic, must abhor the
enemy of mankind, have often acted as his agent, and yet would be
somewhat offended at being mistaken for him"

(333) .

In addition to the narrative distance and characterizations,
thematically,

"The Tale of Guzman's Family" is intrinsically

interwoven with the rest of the novel.

First of all, the theme

of broken family ties is depicted in this tale.

This theme is

explicated in that initially Walberg's wife is disowned by her
wealthy, Catholic brother.

In addition, when Walberg is impover

ished, he attempts to kill his wife and children and his aged
parents.

Secondly, there is the recurring theme of religious

persecution because Walberg and his family are robbed of their
rightful inheritance by deceitful ecclesiastics.
However, most importantly the time-patience them is empha
sized and finally culminated in the third and fourth segments of
Adonijah's manuscript.

In the last two sections of this manu

script, Maturin provides the alternative solution to Melmoth's
despair.

William F. Axton aptly states this idea in his intro

duction to Melmoth the Wanderer.

Axton writes,

"Submerged in and

by his own despair, Melmoth cannot see the good that redeems all
in the unselfish love of Walberg, Elinor, and Immalee and in the
moral order implied by their unshaken faith"

(xviii).

Conse
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quently, Maturin is depicting to the reader that there is an
alternative to bartering one's immortal soul which is to believe
that there is a universal good which ultimately outweighs all of
life's temporary misfortunes.
In the second interpolated tale in the third segment of the
"Tale of the Indians" manuscript, Melmoth the Wanderer, himself,
is the narrator, and Don Franciso, Isidora/Immalee's father,

is

his narratee.
The tale that Melmoth tells to Don Francisco is entitled the
"Lovers' Tale," and it is interesting that this type of story
would be told by an agent of the devil.

Indeed, the content of

this tale is more like that which would be told by a minister.
In fact, Melmoth takes on the tone of the author, Maturin, when
he relates this highly sentimental tale to Don Francisco.
Furthermore,

as in the "Tale of Guzman's Family," at a

cursory glance, this tale does not appear to fit in with the rest
of the novel.

Nevertheless, the thematic content and the overall

moral of the tale do intrinsically interweave it with the rest of
the book.

Also, according to Maturin,

Family," it is a true story.
of Melmoth. Maturin writes,
Mortimer is founded in fact"

like the "Tale of Guzman's

In the preface to the 1820 edition
"The story of John Sandal and Elinor
(Preface 1820 edition of Melmoth

the Wanderer) .
Then too, as in the "Tale of Guzman's Family," Maturin is
now using more mundane examples of temptations by the Wanderer.
In the "Tale of Guzman's Family,"

Walberg would not barter his
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immortal soul for money.

Likewise,

in the "Lovers' Tale," Elinor

will not barter her soul to win back John Sandal, her lost lover.
As in the other narrator/narratee relationships in the
novel, this tale creates distance between both Maturin and his
supernatural and controversial subject matter and between this
subject matter and the reader.

Initially, narrative distance is

created because "The Lovers' Tale" is an interpolated tale in a
manuscript.

The supernatural elements of this tale evolve

because Melmoth, an agent of the devil,

is warning Don Francisco,

Isidora's father, regarding the forthcoming danger to his daugh
ter.

This narration which Melmoth iterates to Don Francisco is

about an innocent victim who ends up in a state of despair
through no fault of her own.

Elinor, the heroine of this tale,

is jilted by her lover, John Sandal, on their wedding day.
Finally, due to a rather involved series of circumstances,

Elinor

becomes the nurse of Sandal in his later years after he has gone
insane and no longer recognizes her.
However, when Elinor is approached by Melmoth,
trade places with him.

Elinor,

she will not

like the rest of Melmoth's

victims, will not trade her soul for temporary happiness.
However,

in regard to Don Francisco, Isidora's father, the

application of Melmoth's narration is that of an innocent girl
undone by misfortunes that she does not deserve.
heroine, Elinor, Don Francisco's daughter,

Like the tale's

Isidora,

is about to

be ruined by misfortunes that she does not deserve.
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Nevertheless, Don Francisco does not have enough imagination
to relate this story to his own situation.

Consequently, he

rejects Melmoth's warning as the inconsiderate babblings of a
bored traveler who tells him tales that no more apply to him than
the "legends of the Cid"

(382) .

Consequently, Don Francisco will

not accept Melmoth's story as a warning even though at the
beginning of his narration Melmoth says to Don Francisco,

"I

would not intrude on you with a narrative in which you can feel
but little interest were I not conscious that its relation may
operate as a warning the most awful, salutary, and efficacious to
yourself"

(339) .

Nevertheless, Don Francisco completely disregards Melmoth's
warning,

and he continues with his mercantile pursuits.

Conse

quently, Maturin has set the stage with an agent of the devil
warning the father of his potential victim and this man not
heeding his advice.

Therefore, this story would appear highly

improbable if related directly to the reader.
In addition to its supernatural elements, Maturin wants to
create narrative distance in the "Lovers' Tale" because once
again he uses it as a device for his sociological and religious
criticisms.
In "The Lovers' Tale," Maturin is once again describing the
absurdities of religious persecution.

In the Stanton manuscript,

Maturin depicts Protestants persecuting Protestants.

In "The

Tale of the Spaniard," he describes Catholics persecuting Catho
lics.

In "The Tale of Guzman's Family," he elaborates on Catho-
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lies ruining Protestants; now,

in "The Lovers' Tale," he returns

to the theme of Episcopalians versus Puritans.
Indeed,

in this narration, Melmoth, a satanic agent appears

to be having fun describing the way God's people inflict punish
ment on each other because their religious doctrines differ in
minor ways.

Also, the devil as a spokesman for Maturin is

vituperative in describing the vacillating convictions of non
establishment religions.

Melmoth, as the narrator of this tale,

describes how Sir Roger's daughter and her husband's religious
beliefs changed with each new preacher who presented the best
sermon.

Melmoth tells Don Francisco:

[Sir Roger's daughter] wrote a letter (very illspelled) to her father, in which she announced her
intention to 'suffer affliction with the people of
G o d , ' and denounced his eternal damnation, if he d e 
clined embracing the creed of her husband;— which creed
was changed the following week, on his hearing a sermon
from the celebrated Hugh Peters, and a month after, on
hearing an itinerant preacher of the Ranters or Antinomians, who was surrounded by a troop of licentious,
half-naked, drunken disciples, whose vociferations of—
'We are the naked truth,' completely silenced a fifthmonarchy man, who was preaching from a tub on the other
side of the road.

(343) .

Consequently, Melmoth is having fun asserting how the nature
of "the word of God" changes from preacher to preacher.

In
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addition, Maturin, as an establishment minister, uses Melmoth's
narration as a convenient device to criticize non-traditional
religions.
Regarding his sociological comments, Maturin creates narra
tive distance in this tale because he is depicting the futility
of wars and revolutions,

in general, and the English revolution

and restoration, specifically.

Indeed, Sir Roger fights the

Puritan forces of Cromwell with evangelic zeal.

Furthermore, Sir

Roger is so convinced that a monarchy is the best form of govern
ment that when the Restoration of Charles the Second is ann
ounced,

"the old loyalist [says to his family], Lord now lettest

thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word,
eyes have seen thy salvation"

for mine

(344).

Of course, this gives an historical perspective to Maturin's
criticisms because the Bourbon monarchy was restored in France in
1814.

Consequently, Maturin seems to be describing the futility

of all revolutions, the French, as well as the English.

This is

true because death and destruction occur, families are torn
apart, and no political progress really takes place.

Indeed, the

cycle of both revolutions was that of a monarchy being overthrown
by a bloody revolution, and then the government regressing back
to a monarchy.

Maturin, using Melmoth as his spokesman,

suggests

that nothing has been accomplished by these political upheavals.
Like the other narrator/narratee relationships in the novel,
this tale helps to characterize the narrator, as well as to
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characterize the narratee to whom the narrator's story is ad
dressed.
Evidently, as the novel progresses, Melmoth is becoming more
aware of his tragic mistake— bartering his immortal soul for one
hundred and fifty years of extended life.

Consequently, as the

narrator of the "Lovers' Tale," Melmoth does not have the cynical
and hostile attitude that he portrayed when he addressed Immalee
in the first interpolated tale in the "Tale of the Indians"
manuscript.

Ironically, during "The Lovers' Tale," Melmoth

appears to be a spokesman for Maturin, and, in fact, nicely
summarizes the moral of Maturin's sermon.
After Melmoth tells Don Francisco about the story of Elinor
and how she was jilted by John Sandal on their wedding day, he
lectures Don Francisco on how the best mode of existence is to
seek neither high's nor low's in life but rather to lead a life
of piety combined with a tranquil and uneventful existence.
Melmoth says to Don Francisco:
"Far better the dull and dusky winter's day, whose
gloom if it never abates, never increases,— (and to
which we lift up an eye of listlessness,

in which there

is no apprehension of future and added terror), — to
the glorious fierceness of the summer's day, whose sun
sets amid purple and gold, — while, panting under its
parting beams, we see the clouds collecting in the
darkening East, and view the armies of heaven on their
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march, whose thunders are to break our rest, and whose
lightnings many crumble us to ashes"

(363).

Indeed, this is an unusual philosophy for Melmoth to espouse
who has sold his soul to the devil for one hundred and fifty
years of extended life and thrills.
conclusion of the novel,

Nevertheless, towards the

it is evident that in Melmoth's final

narrations, he is becoming more aware of his tragic flaw.
Towards the end of "The Lovers' Tale," he tells Don Francisco,
"Mine was the great angelic sin— pride and intellectual glorying!
It was the first mortal sin— a boundless aspiration after forbid
den knowledge"

(380).

Indeed, Melmoth's insights regarding his

own Faustian overreaching become more perceptive as the novel
concludes.

And, by his final narration in the novel, Melmoth

reveals that he is pitifully aware of his own evil character and
realizes the full tragic implications of his pact with the devil.
However,

in addition to his self-revelations, as the narra

tor of the "Lovers' Tale," Melmoth also reveals another aspect of
his character.

Indeed, it is interesting that Melmoth is consid

erate enough to warn Don Francisco about the danger which his
daughter is in.

However, the question then arises why does

Melmoth proceed in his ruination of Isidora if he really does not
want to destroy her.

Instead of merely warning Immalee's father

why does not Melmoth just desist in his seduction of her?
Perhaps,

as Margaret Carter suggests,

"It is possible that

Melmoth is compelled by the devil to seduce victims against his
will"

(114).
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A third characteristic of his personality that Melmoth
portrays during his conversations with Don Francisco is that he
is extremely charming.

During the course of Melmoth's conversa

tions with Don Francisco, the narrator describes Melmoth as, "a
man who could please when he pleased, and whom.

His powerful

intellect, extensive knowledge, and accurate memory, qualified
him to render the hour of companionship delightful to all whom
genius could interest, or information amuse"

(338).

Indeed, this

charming quality identifies him with the female vampire figure
which I will discuss later in the Carmilla chapter of my disser
tation.
In addition to characterizing, the narrator, Melmoth, this
narrator/narratee relationship also helps to further characterize
Don Francisco, the narratee, to whom Melmoth's narration is
addressed.

Throughout, the course of Melmoth's narration, Don

Francisco appears to be a totally disinterested narratee.
Consequently, the narration becomes ironic to the reader because
at this point in the novel, the reader realizes why Don Francisco
is Melmoth's narratee; however, he does not.
As I stated in the beginning of this chapter, all of the
narrators and narratees have some characteristic in common with
Melmoth, the Wanderer.

Consequently, Maturin, as a preacher is

asserting, that all men are capable,
evil.

if not guilty, of doing

As Melmoth is compulsive in his quest to gain immortality,

and when this quest fails to try to find someone to trade places
with him so that he can be released from his pact with the devil,
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Don Francisco is compulsive in his pre-occupation with his
mercantile pursuits.

The manuscript describes Don Francisco's

obliviousness to Melmoth's warning as follows,

"There is no

breaking through the inveterate habitudes of a thorough-paced
mercantile mind 'though one rose from the dead'"

(383).

In addition to creating narrative distance and characteriz
ing the narrator and the narratee, the narrative structure of
"The Lovers' Tale" also exemplifies two important themes which
began in the Stanton manuscript and have continued throughout the
novel.
The first important theme depicted in "The Lovers' Tale" is
that of broken family ties.

Initially, the Mortimer family is

disrupted because Sir Roger disowns his youngest son and his
daughter for "embracing the Puritan cause"

(342).

However, this

is a minor injustice compared to the crime that the Widow Sandal
perpetrates against her son, John.

On the wedding day of John

and Elinor, the widow Sandal tells her son that actually he is
Elinor's brother; consequently, the pair cannot marry.

However,

this is a blatant lie on the widow's behalf which she tells so
that John will marry the heiress Margaret and gain the major
portion of Sir Roger's money.
Well, the widow's evil scheme seems to be successful in that
her son does jilt Elinor and he marries Margaret.

However, when

Margaret dies in childbirth, the widow is plagued by a guilty
conscience and confesses her deception to her son.

The mother's

confession and his wife's death cause John to go insane.

The
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fact that John and Margaret produced no heirs results in the
Mortimer money going to a distant relative in the family.
Consequently, John spends the rest of his life, not only insane,
but also poverty stricken, all because of his mother who pro
fessed to having his best interest at heart.
The second important theme in "The Lovers' Tale" is the
overall message in the novel, "that no temporary misfortune is so
bleak that an individual should barter his immortal soul to
alleviate it."

Indeed, as much as Elinor loves John, she will

not make a pact with Melmoth so that John will regain his sanity
and once again become her lover.
Once again, this is another temptation and rejection scene
between Melmoth and a potential victim.

Furthermore, by this

point in the novel, the incidences of Melmoth's temptations and
rejections are starting to reach a climax.

Indeed, as Melmoth

himself points out to Don Francisco, he has tempted grandiose
types like Stanton and Moncada, and now he is condescending to
tempt people with more pedestrian types of misfortunes; neverthe
less, none of his victims will agree to his conditions.
Melmoth describing himself to Don Francisco in the third
person says,

"He has traversed the earth in search of victims,

'Seeking whom he might devour,'— and has found no prey, even
where he might seek for it with all the cupidity of infernal
expectation.

...even the feeblest of his adversaries has re

pulsed him with a power that will always annihilate his"

(381).

Of course, Melmoth is becoming depressed because he realizes that
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his time is running out, and, Maturin takes advantage of the
Wanderer's sentiments in this narration to insert the finishing
touches on his sermon.
After the two interpolated tales in the third segment of the
"Tale of the Indians" manuscript, the action of the story returns
to Madrid.

The fourth segment of this manuscript is in direct

narration with: Adonijah functioning as the author; Moncada
functioning as the narrator/translator; Immalee's skeleton
serving as the actual narratee; and, John Melmoth still listening
as the overall narratee of Moncada's manuscript translation.
The subject matter,

in this segment of the manuscript, deals

with the return of Don Francisco,
household in Madrid.

Immalee's father, to the family

In addition, Don Francisco brings Immalee's

future husband, Don Montilla, with him.

At an elaborate costume

ball, which Immalee's parents give to announce her engagement to
Montilla, Melmoth the Wanderer crashes the party and attempts to
kidnap her.

Ultimately, a fight erupts in which Immalee's

brother is killed.
As if this were not enough to put a damper on Don Francis
co's party,

immediately after Melmoth flees,

to Melmoth's daughter.

Immalee gives birth

Immediately, Don Francisco, who is not

exactly a sympathetic parent, turns his daughter and her baby
over to the officials of the Inquisition.

Immalee is tried by

the Inquisition and found guilty of heresey.

Consequently, the

sentence of the Inquisition is that her daughter is to be reared
in a convent and she is to remain as a permanent prisoner of the
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Inquisition.

However,

this sentence is not culminated because

both Immalee and her daughter die in a dungeon as prisoners of
the Inquisition.
dies,

The baby dies from malnutrition and Immalee

like Elinor in the "Lovers' Tale" from a broken heart.

However, before her death, Melmoth visits her and enacts his
final temptation in the novel.
him.

However, even Immalee rejects

Like the rest of Melmoth's victims,

Immalee will not barter

her immortal soul to escape her temporary misfortune.
Because this is a manuscript- translation in an already
imbedded tale in the novel, once again Maturin is creating
narrative distance between himself as author and his supernatural
and controversial subject matter and between this subject matter
and the reader.

From the above summary, the supernatural ele

ments in this tale are obvious.

The controversial subject matter

focuses once again on Maturin's sociological and religious
criticisms which are becoming more specific by this point in the
novel.
In regard to his sociological criticisms, Maturin is now
specifically denigrating the hypocrisy of an upper-class Spanish
family.

First of all,

Immalee's mother is so oblivious to her

daughter's well-being that she does not realize that she is not
only married but that she is also pregnant.

Don Francisco

arranges a marriage for his daughter, who he has never met, to an
upper-class Spaniard who is not only insensitive but also boring.
Of course, the purpose of this marriage is to solidify Francis
co's financial empire.

When Immalee and Melmoth are fleeing,
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Immalee7s erratic brother attempts to rescue her to save the
family's honor.
When Immalee's father realizes what has happened after
Immalee and Melmoth's baby is born, he has no compassion for his
daughter, whatsoever.
staff,

Instead, Don Francisco tells the household

"Let the wife of the sorcerer, and their accursed off

spring, be delivered into the hands of the merciful and holy
tribunal, the Inquisition.'

He afterwards muttered something

about his property being confiscated, but to this nobody paid
attention"

(399).

Of course,

Immalee's mother complies to

Francisco's demands which does not say much for her filial
devotion.
The religious criticisms in this chapter focus on the
hypocrisy and incompetence of the Inquisition.

The manuscript

describes Immalee's interment in the prison of the Inquisition as
follows,

"she was in a prison, a pallet of straw was her bed, a

crucifix and a death's head the only furniture of her cell; the
light struggled through a narrow grate, and struggled in vain, to
cast one gleam on the squalid apartment that it visited and
shrunk from"

(399).

Being confined under these conditions,

it is

no wonder that Immalee's baby dies from light deprivation and
malnutrition.
Next, Moncada as the manuscript's translator describes the
incompetency of the Inquisition.

Initially, the officials of the

Inquisition state that Melmoth has never tempted a woman before.
Maturin sarcastically inserts in a footnote that, "from this it
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would seem that they were unacquainted with the story of Elinor
Mortimer"

(399).

Next, Moncada describes the cruelty of this tribunal in that
the manuscript reads, "In the course of the first examination,
they hinted at the torture"

(402).

Since the officials of the

inquisition felt that the torture would not be effective, they
decide to separate Immalee from her child in an attempt to make
her confess.

Nonetheless, neither punishment works because

Immalee dies in her cell as a martyr to both religious cruelty
and unmitigated evil.
Nevertheless, even with this final religious criticism,
which describes the atrocities of the Inquisition, the themes of
religious hypocrisy and persecution that Maturin began in the
Stanton manuscript are finally culminated in this portion of the
novel.

At last, Maturin gives the alternative to the injustices

of organized religion by describing a "pure love of God" which
Immalee now possesses.
Jose, the family priest,

As she is dying,

Immalee confesses to Fra

"Oh that I had loved none but God— -how

profound would have been my peace— how glorious my departure"
(405).

Consequently, Maturin is suggesting that a pure love of

God unencumbered by religious dogma is the solution to dealing
with the injustices of organized religion.
In addition to creating narrative distance between Maturin
and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and between
this subject matter and the reader, this fourth segment of the
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manuscript also helps to further characterize its narrator and
narratee.

Since I have already described this characterization

in the beginning of this chapter,

I am only going to add one

final characteristic which this manuscript narration illuminates
about its narrator/ translator, Moncada.

Indeed, Immalee7s

persecution by the Inquisition, to a certain extent, parallels
Moncada7s interment by the Inquisition.

Evidently, Moncada is

relieved when he translates this section of the manuscript
because Immalee7s unjust imprisonment depicts that Moncada was
not the only victim who was wrongfully imprisoned and questioned
by this tribunal.
Like the other narrator/narratee relationships in the novel,
this fourth segment of "The Tale of the Indians" manuscript
depicts two important themes of the novel.

First,

it explicates

the overall message of M aturin7s sermon which is that,

"no

temporary misfortune is so severe that an individual should
barter his immortal soul to alleviate it."

When Immalee is dying

in her cell in the prison of the Inquisition holding her lifeless
baby in her arms, she still will not agree to M elmoth7s condi
tions.

Regarding Melmoth7s temptation,

Immalee tells the priest

Fra Jose:
he was here the whole night— he promised— he assured
m e — he adjured me to accept of liberation and safety,
of life and of felicity.

He told me, nor could I doubt

him, that, by whatever means he effected his entrance,
he could also effect my escape.

He offered to live
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with me on that Indian isle— that paradise of ocean,
far from human resort or human persecution.

He offered

to love me alone, and for ever— and then I listened to
him.

Oh, my father, I am very young, and life and love

sounded sweetly in my ears, when I looked at my dun
geon, and thought of dying on this floor of stone.
B ut— when he whispered the terrible conditions of which
the fulfillment of his promise depended— when he told
me that— (405)
Evidently, the terms of Melmoth's bargain are so heinous that
Immalee cannot even reveal them to Fra Jose, her family priest,
during her dying confession.

Indeed,

even though Immalee prema

turely dies because she succumbed to the charms of Melmoth;
nevertheless, because she does not agree to his bargain, her
immortal soul is saved.
Melmoth's temptation of Immalee is the last temptation and
rejection scene in the novel regarding Melmoth and a potential
victim.

Maturin is now providing the solution to despair and

impetuous actions.

As a minister, Maturin suggests that this

solution is "to love none but God"
Maturin,

(405).

Also, according to

no matter how monotonous human existence appears to be,

if one has faith and patiently waits circumstances will improve.
Indeed,

if Immalee, had just endured her temporary misfortune,

her lonely existence on the Indian island would have been termi
nated because ultimately she was rescued by her family and taken
back to Madrid.

And, even though her new existence as an upper-
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class Spanish maiden proved somewhat boring; nevertheless,

it

remains preferable to dying in a cell in the prison of the
Inquisition.
Furthermore, as part of her new life, Immalee learned true
religious piety incorporated in a pure love of God.

Consequent

ly, her new existence in Madrid could have proven worthwhile
because she could have used her family and husband's fortunes to
have done good works and advanced a true Christian cause in a
city inundated by Catholic bigotry.

So, Maturin's answer to

religious hypocrisy, a mad-house society, and the monotony of
human existence is simply faith in God and charitable works
toward others.
"The Tale of the Indians" manuscript culminates with the
death of Immalee in the prison of the Inquisition.

However, the

"Tale of the Spaniard" is supposed to continue because Moncada
tells John Melmoth about his intention of "disclosing to him the
fates of the other victims, whose skeletons were preserved in the
vault of the Jew Adonijah in Madrid"

(406).

However, Moncada's

tale is interrupted by the arrival of Melmoth the Wanderer,
himself.
ends.

With Melmoth's arrival, the "Tale of the Spaniard"

Thus, at the end of the novel, the omniscient narrator

dictates the story.
Even though, ostensibly, the omniscient narrator tells the
last portion of the novel, there is one more interpolated tale in
this segment with Melmoth the Wanderer functioning as the narra
tor, and with Moncada and John Melmoth functioning as his final
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narratees.

This narration, with Melmoth as the narrator and John

and Moncada as his narratees, creates distance between both
Maturin and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and
between this subject matter and the reader.
In regard to the supernatural content, Maturin no longer
needs a lot of distance between the Wanderer and his normative,
outside narratee and the reader.

This is due to the fact that

Maturin has used four hundred pages of his novel/sermon,

inundat

ed with heavily mediated narration, to establish the validity of
Melmoth.

Furthermore, John Melmoth, the novel's normative,

inside narratee, who at the beginning of the novel is skeptical
and does not believe in the supernatural, by the end of the novel
firmly believes in the existence of his one hundred and fifty
year old ancestor— Melmoth the Wanderer.

The omniscient narrator

says regarding John's state of mind at the conclusion of the
novel,

"nor was he perhaps altogether without the wild hope of

seeing the original of that portrait he had destroyed, burst from
the walls and take up the fearful tale himself” (406).

Conse

quently, when Melmoth finally appears, even though John and
Moncada "started up in irrepressible horror," they are not really
surprised to see him.

By this point in the novel, neither John

nor Moncada has any doubts regarding the existence of Melmoth.
Consequently, by this point in the novel, Maturin also
expects the normative, outside narratee, and the reader to
believe in Melmoth's existence because John Melmoth, the norma
tive,

inside narratee of the novel, who is the representative of
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the average, middle-class reader, accepts Melmoth without a
doubt.

Of course, Moncada, the other narratee of Melmoth's tale,

believes in his existence because he has encountered the Wanderer
before.

Therefore,

in this final portion of the novel, Maturin

presents the supernatural subject matter of his story with
limited, mediated narration.

The narration in this portion of

the novel is simply the omniscient narrator describing to the
outside narratee and the reader the interpolated tale of the
Wanderer to John and Moncada.
Furthermore, Maturin no longer needs highly filtered narra
tion for his religious criticisms because his religious denounciations were culminated at the conclusions of "The Tale of the
Indians" manuscript.

Regarding Maturin's sociological criti

cisms, his disparaging remarks about society are resolved in
Melmoth's narration to John and Moncada.
Throughout the novel, Maturin in interpolated narrations has
described to the reader the social injustices that permeate the
civilized and even uncivilized world.

However,

if the world is

such a bleak place engulfed by poverty, misery and despair, why
will no one trade places with Melmoth?

Indeed, throughout the

interpolated tales of the novel, evil is shown to dominate the
human condition.

Thus, the other characters described in the

novel have experienced misery; however, they do not succumb to
total despair as Melmoth does.

Axton writes,

"The tragic irony

in Melmoth the Wanderer as in Marlowe's Faustus arises from the
fact that the protagonist is damned by his own inability to
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perceive the existence of ultimate goodness which is manifest all
about h i m ”

(xviii).

Consequently, Maturin finalizes the social criticisms of his
sermon by suggesting that as bleak as civilized society appears
to be, there is still a universal good which outweighs all of
life's temporary misfortune.

Of course, times are bad; however,

this is no reason to resort to total despair or engage in impetu
ous actions.

At the end of his sermon, Maturin suggests that

Melmoth's type of cynicism and nihilism are not the answers for
dealing with life problems, and this theme has been exemplified
throughout the novel.

In his final narration, Melmoth admits to

John and Moncada that no one will trade places with him.

Melmoth

tells his narratees:
No one has ever exchanged destinies with Melmoth the
Wanderer.

I have traversed the world in the search,

and no one, for that world would lose his soul!— Not
Stanton in his cell— nor you, Moncada,

in the prison of

the Inquisition— now Walberg, who saw his children
perishing with want— nor— another.

(409)

In the Stanton manuscript, at the beginning of the novel,
Maturin describes a madhouse which serves as a microcosm of
society in general.

Subsequently, this madhouse motif is depict

ed in every segment throughout the novel and finally culminates
in Melmoth's final tale.

William F. Axton in his introduction to

Melmoth the Wanderer appropriately sums up this theme by stating
that, "It is indeed a madhouse world that Maturin projects, but
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the greatest insanity of all is Melmoth's despair of it" (xviii).
Ultimately, this is Maturin's message throughout the novel.
In addition to creating narrative distance, as in the other
narrator/narratee relationships in the novel, this final narra
tion also serves to further characterize the narrator, Melmoth,
and his narratees, John and Moncada.
narration in the novel,

In his first interpolated

in the "Tale of the Indians" manuscript,

Melmoth presents himself as a caustic and cynical narrator.

By

the "Lovers' Tale," Melmoth admits his tragic flaw which is that
of "hubris" or inordinate pride.

And, by his last interpolated

tale in the novel, Melmoth realizes the consequences of his
actions; whereby, he will be damned for all eternity.

Melmoth

admits this to Moncada and John when he tells them that,

"if my

crimes have exceeded those of mortality, so will my punishment"
(407).

Consequently, by this point in the novel, Melmoth has

become pitifully aware of his own evil inclinations; furthermore,
he realizes that now he is the victim of the ultimate entrapment-which is eternal damnation.
Indeed, Melmoth has become so nervous by this point in the
novel that he experiences a dream entitled,
Dream," which foretells his fate.

"the Wanderer's

This is a typical Freudian

type of dream about falling combined with a "fire and brimstone"
type of sermon in accordance with the novel's sermon motif.
omniscient narrator says about Melmoth that in his dream,
fell— he sunk— he blazed— he shrieked!

The

"he

The burning waves boomed

over his sinking head, and the clock of eternity rung out its
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awful chime— 'Room for the soul of the Wanderer'"

(410).

Indeed,

Melmoth's fate is both sad and ironic as perceived by the norma
tive, outside narratee and the reader.

The reader feels sympathy

for Melmoth because an intelligent, witty, and articulate man,
such as Melmoth, made such an absurd pact with the devil.

Of

course, the final irony is that Melmoth did not even enjoy his
one hundred and fifty years of extended life because most of this
time he spent trying to find someone to trade places with him.
In addition to characterizing its narrator, the Wanderer,
this narration also helps to further characterize John and
Moncada,

its narratees.

Indeed, by this point in the novel, John

has gone from skepticism to belief in the supernatural.

Also,

John realizes that his inordinate curiosity could be dangerous.
Moncada realizes that all his hardships were not in vain because
by his eventual shipwreck in Ireland, he was able to prepare
young John Melmoth for the appearance of John's mysterious
ancestor.
In regard to emphasizing the major theme of the novel, of
course, Melmoth's impending damnation culminates the main theme
of the novel, and Maturin's sermon, which is "that there is no
temporary misfortune so severe that an individual should barter
his immortal soul to alleviate it."

In addition, to culminating

this major theme, the Wanderer's final narration also epitomizes
a subsidiary theme in the novel which is the transient nature of
entrapment.
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From the beginning chapters of the novel, Maturin has given
the reader and his normative, outside narratee examples of
entrapment.

John Melmoth is entrapped by poverty, and his

miserly uncle is entrapped by greed.

From psychological entrap

ment, Maturin then describes scenes of physical entrapment—
Stanton in the insane asylum, and Moncada in the prison of the
Inquisition.

Then, Maturin depicts emotional entrapment:

Immalee

by her love for Melmoth; Walberg by his poverty; and, Elinor by
her broken heart.

Then, once again, back to physical entrapment

which is exemplified by Immalee in the prison of the Inquisition.
However, the irony of the novel, and the point that Maturin, as a
minister, wants to emphasize is that none of these entrapments
are irrevocable.

Ironically, Melmoth who promises to release all

of these characters from their temporary confinement is the one
character in the novel who is irreparably trapped.

Indeed,

because of his pact with the devil, he is going to hell.
Thus, the theme of entrapment comes to a rather dramatic end
in the novel when Melmoth sees the hands of a gigantic clock
which signifies that his time has expired.

The omniscient

narrator says about Melmoth that in his dream,

"He saw the

mysterious single hand revolve— he saw it reach the appointed
period of 150 years"

(410).

Symbolically, Maturin is describing

to the reader that Melmoth's time is up.

Unlike, all of the

other characters in the novel, Melmoth will be entrapped for all
eternity.
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After the Wanderer's narration to John and Moncada, the
omniscient narrator finalizes the novel.

Now, narrative distance

is no longer needed because if Maturin's sermon is effective, the
omniscient narrator has convinced the normative, outside narratee
about the disadvantages of selling one's soul to the devil.

Or

on a symbolic level, the narrator has convinced the normative,
outside narratee and the reader regarding the futility of suc
cumbing to despair or engaging in rash or impetuous actions.
Furthermore, the author has presented a believable story to the
reader about the existence of supernatural events and characters
such as Melmoth the Wanderer.
Finally, one last theme of the novel, that of broken family
ties,

is culminated in this last segment of the novel.

After

Melmoth the Wanderer falls or jumps off a cliff outside of the
Melmoth ancestral home either literally into the ocean or symbol
ically into hell, Moncada and John find only his handkerchief
hanging from a branch on the cliff.

Of course, both characters

have a good idea of what has happened to the Wanderer.

The

omniscient narrator says about John and Moncada that "[they]
exchanged looks of silent unutterable horror, and returned slowly
home"

(412).
Because of the relationship that has developed between John

and Moncada, by the conclusion of the novel, Maturin seems to be
suggesting that friendship is the solution to broken family ties.
Indeed, at the beginning of the novel, Moncada and John are
strangers; however, they become the best of friends and are
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almost indispensable to each other by the novel's conclusion.
Thus, Maturin suggests that even though people may be betrayed by
members of their own families; nevertheless, they still can find
other human relationships which are meaningful.
By the end of the novel, the author has fulfilled his
promise to the reader, and the omniscient narrator has seduced
the normative, outside narratee into believing the theme of
Maturin's sermon that,

"no temporary misfortune is so severe that

an individual should barter his immortal soul to alleviate it."
Furthermore, by the novel's conclusion, Moncada, who is a circum
spect character, has established a life-long friendship with John
Melmoth, the novel's most normative character.

Finally, after

all his wanderings, Moncada has found a home with John in Ire
land.
Ultimately, a narratological interpretation emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships is best for an initial, reading
of Melmoth the Wanderer.

A narratological reading is important

for a primary reading of this novel because it gives the reader
important insights into the highly interpolated segments of this
nov e l .
First and foremost, a narratological reading depicts that
the novel is an organic whole and not just a series of disjointed
tales "which are randomly strung together"

(Varma 41).

Secondly,

a narratological reading explains why Maturin uses such a highly
mediated narrative structure merely to tell a tale about a
character who has bartered his soul for one hundred and fifty
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years of extended life in a pact with the devil.
in Dr. Faustus

Indeed, Marlowe

[1604] and Goethe in Faust [18 08] tell a similar

story without using heavily mediated narration.
Ultimately, the question that critics and readers ask about
Melmoth is why did Maturin use such highly interpolated narration
in his novel?

The answer is because not only is he telling a

Gothic horror story, he is also writing a very sophisticated
treatise criticizing contemporary nineteenth century society and
all organized religions from paganism to Puritanism.
Indeed, even though the author reconciles these religious
denunciations at the conclusion of the novel; nevertheless, he
still has the opportunity through the novel's heavily mediated
narrative structure to cast dispersions on all established reli
gious institutions except his own, of course.

Furthermore, as a

minister, Maturin has an opportunity by the novel's interpolated
structure to criticize other religions from paganism to Catholi
cism to Puritanism and not to appear responsible for these
disparaging remarks because he puts these comments into the
dialogues of his characters.

Indeed, by incorporating his reli

gious criticisms into the narrations of Stanton, Moncada, and
Melmoth the Wanderer, he does not appear responsible for these
disparaging comments.
In regard to sociological criticisms, Maturin denigrates all
aspects of society from the beginning chapters of M e l m o t h . to his
final sociological denunciations in "The Tale of the Spaniard."
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Indeed, in the Stanton manuscript, Maturin uses the image of an
actual madhouse as a microcosm of society in general.

Further

more, this madhouse motif introduces Maturin's denunciations of
society which continue throughout his novel.

Thus, in addition

to reading Melmoth the Wanderer as a Gothic horror story, the
reader can also interpret this novel as a highly refined socio
logical and religious criticism.
Thirdly, a narratological reading emphasizing the narra
tor/ narratee relationships helps the reader to situate the novel
in its proper historical context.

A major criticism of narrato

logical readings by contemporary critics,

like Terry Eagleton,

that they are trans-historical.

if the reader of

However,

is

Melmoth considers the novel's date of publication and keeps in
mind the message that each interpolated tale and manuscript in
the work conveys, he/she might entertain the possibility that
this novel can be read as a philosophical treatise designed to
give hope to a generation who were prone to succumbing to despair
because of the devastating, philosophical effect which the
failure of the French Revolution had on Maturin's generation.
This idea is feasible because of the philosophical climate
which prevailed in Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth
century.

There is no doubt that in 1820, there was an attitude

among the intellectuals of Europe that social evolution was
meaningless because the greatest test of humanitarianism that
took place during the eighteenth century, the French Revolution,
had failed.

In 1790, Edmund Burke in his elitist account of the
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French Revolution, Reflections on the Revolution in Fr a n c e ,
writes,

"All circumstances together, the French Revolution is the

most astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world"

(51).

The ultimate philosophical development of this revolution
was that philosophers like Jean-Jacques Rosseau were proven to be
wrong because natural man unencumbered by society was not shown
to be basically good.

In regard to the effect of the French

Revolution on the English writers of the nineteenth century,
Robert R. Maniquis writes,

"The general reaction to the French

Revolution in Great Britain is often reduced to one scenario.
Sympathetic British witnesses hailed it in 1789, condemned it
after the September Massacres in 1792, and abandoned it with the
so-called Great Terror of 1793 to 1794, when disillusionment
turned sunshine revolutionaries into gloomy reactionaries"

(373) .

Mainly, the English were disillusioned by the French Revolu
tion because of the reign of terror which was personified by
Robespierre.

However, Maturin had further disillusionments to

contend with than poets like Wordsworth and Coleridge because he
was writing after the defeat of Napoleon and the restoration of
the Bourbon monarchy.
Consequently, the failure of the French revolution, the rise
and defeat of Napoleon, and the restoration of the Bourbon
monarchy created the philosophical attitude of this era.

Without

a doubt, the literary climate of the nineteenth century reflected
the philosophical disillusionment of the times.
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In poetry, Wordsworth's Prelude is a record of his initial
enthrallment and subsequent disenchantment with the French
Revolution.

Coleridge's "The Rhime of the Ancient Mariner," can

be interpreted as depicting the futility of violence which
occurred during the Revolution.

Hazlitt in his poetical works

comments on the ultimate futility of the Revolution.
Nevertheless, the English Romantic poets merely discuss the
failure of the Revolution.

Except for Wordsworth,

in his unpub

lished work, The R ecluse, the other poets did not write philo
sophical treatises designed to deal with the permeating nihilis
tic attitude which was the philosophical effect of the failure of
the French Revolution on English and Irish readers of this
period.
Wordsworth is the only Romantic poet who attempted to write
a philosophical document designed to restore hope to a generation
who were devastated because of the shocking results of this
revolution.

Kenneth R. Johnson in his critical work, Wordsworth

and the Recluse, writes:
The clearest, most contemporary,

least after-the-fact

statement of the Recluse's intentions, which Wordsworth
kept always before him, was Coleridge's suggestion that
it should be addressed to idealistic intellectuals who
had become cynical and disaffected by the course of the
French Revolution

(including the reactionary counter

revolution)— that it should,

in effect, encourage the

best minds of their generation to believe there was
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still reason to hope that the best efforts of human
creativity could realize themselves in this world,

(xv)

Wordsworth's The Recluse would have been published in 1815.
However, Wordsworth never published this massive work probably
because of the negative reception of his poem, The Excursion,
which was published in 1814.

Yet after carefully reading all of

the poems which Wordsworth would have incorporated into the
R e c l u s e , my opinion is that Maturin's Melmoth the Wanderer
published in 1820 is a fictional depiction of the same message
that Coleridge suggests that Wordsworth was attempting to relay
in the Recluse.

Like the major themes permeating the poems in

the Rec l u s e , the message in each interpolated tale in Maturin's
novel is just to wait and circumstances will improve.

All the

narrators and manuscript translations in Melmoth explicate this
theme for the reader which is simply to wait and not to succumb
to despair or engage in rash or impetuous actions.
Thus,

in Melmoth the Wanderer, all of the characters, who

are in the depths of despair, except Melmoth, patiently wait and
their plight in life improves.

Only Melmoth, the nihilistic,

cynic is eternally damned.
Although there is no direct textual evidence to support my
thesis, there is enough circumstantial evidence in the text and
comments by other critics regarding the novel and its connection
to the French Revolution, that my interpretation can be consid
ered as a viable secondary reading of the novel.
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Indeed, if "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" and Franken
stein can be read as allegories of the French Revolutions then
why not Melmoth?

Initially, the madhouse world that Maturin

depicts in Melmoth can be symbolically interpreted as Revolution
ary France.

Secondly, Melmoth the Wanderer can be seen as a kind

of Robespierre. Robert M. Manquis writes that during the 1790's,
"Robespierre, though often compared to Cromwell, had of course
not yet acquired the satanic features assigned to him later as
the supposed ancestor of Stalin and Hitler"

(373).

To elaborate

on Manquis's statement, by 1820, Robespierre was viewed by
English society as a demonic character.

Indeed,

like Melmoth,

Robespierre promised his followers freedom; however,

like Melmoth

all that he really delivered them to was a more severe form of
entrapment— the Reign of Terror.
Another analogy which would pertain to Melmoth as a Robespi
erre's character is Carlye's definition of terror as "transcen
dental despair."

In Maturin's novel, Melmoth personifies tran

scendental despair.
Thirdly,

in Melmoth the Wanderer. Maturin does discuss the

English Revolution and the Restoration in "the Lovers' Tale."
The political message that evolves from this tale is the futile
nature of all revolutions.

Indeed, the course of the English,

revolution like that of the French revolution, proceeds from a
monarchy, to a bloody revolution, and then back to a monarchy
with nothing really accomplished.

Thus, Maturin could be using

the English Revolution to parallel the French Revolution.
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In addition, other critics, although few and far between, do
comment that Maturin's novel is a criticism or commentary regard
ing this event.

Marilyn Butler writes,

"Symbolic narratives of

the destruction and construction of worlds, or change and above
all of futurity, are told by the poets Blake, Byron and Shelley,
and by the novelists Scott, Godwin, Radcliffe, Mary Shelley and
Maturin"

(354).

And, Marilyn Butler is correct because Maturin

in Melmoth is preaching a message in an attempt to help his
readers and his parishioners to deal with the devastating philo
sophical effect that the failure of the French revolution has had
on his generation.

Indeed, Maturin has a more difficult task

than poets such as Coleridge and Hazlitt who were merely describ
ing the horrors of the Revolution because he was writing for
readers who had witnessed the defeat of Napoleon and the restora
tion of the Bourbon monarchy; thus, Maturin's readers were more
aware of the futile effects of the Revolution than readers in the
early 1800's.
The ultimate message that Maturin is trying to convey
throughout his novel is that universal good will eventually
evolve from temporary evil.
1857,

This message is aptly culminated in

in Charles Dicken's A Tale of Two Cities, by Sidney Car

ton's last speech; whereby, he gives a vision of futurity which
shows good arising from the debris of the revolution.
message to his readers in Melmoth is the same.

Maturin's

The point of

Maturin's sermon is that "there is no temporary misfortune so
severe that an individual should barter his immortal soul to
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alleviate it."

In other words, according to Maturin even the

failure of the French Revolution and the ultimate reactions to it
are not worth despair.
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Narrator/Narratee Relationships in J. Sheridan Le Fanu's
Camilla
Le Fanu's C a m i l l a was first published in a collection,
Glass D a rkly, edited by Richard Bentley in 1872.

In A

C a m i l l a is an

interesting adaptation of the Gothic novel in that the novel's
major character, C a m i l l a ,
also a lesbian vampire.
Camilla,

is not only a female vampire,

she is

In Le Fanu's C a m i l l a , the vampire

in earlier manifestations known as Mircalla and Millar-

ca, the Countess Karnstein, preys on a succession of lovely
maidens, the last of whom, Laura has been saved,
and she lives to narrate her tale

just in time,

(Roth 97).

Like Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and Charles Robert Matur
in's Melmoth the Wande r e r . Le
mediated Gothic novel.
Camilla

Fanu's C a m i l l a is also a highly

However, unlike Frankenstein and M e l m o t h .

is not composed of a series of concentric narrations.

Basically, the narrative structure of C a m i l l a is that of a
letter written by an overall narrator, Laura, to a primary
outside narratee, Dr. Hesselius, her psychiatrist.

However,

at

the time of this story's publication, Dr. Hesselius is dead.
Nevertheless, Laura's narration is published by a secondary
outside narratee, Dr. Hesselius's medical secretary, who incorpo
rates Laura's story into the Doctor's other papers.
Interpolated in Laura's overall narration are:

a letter; an

official report; and, two interpolated tales which are related by
General Spielsdorf and the Baron Vordenburg.

The General's
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letter and his tale verify C a m i l l a ' s vampire nature with Laura
and her father as the general's narratees.

The Baron's tale

informs the reader and his narratees— Laura and her father—
regarding C a m i l l a ' s insidious background.

The official report

is the report of the Imperial Commission which relates C a m i l l a ' s
execution.
report.

And, Laura is the narratee of this commission's

Of course, Laura's overall narration, General Spiels-

dorf's letter, the two interpolated tales, and the Imperial
Commission's report, all serve the same function which is to
substantiate C a m i l l a ' s vampire nature and therefore to justify
her final execution.
Because the entire novel is relayed to the reader by Laura's
letter, there is no way for the reader to actually know the real
circumstances of the novel because he/she must rely on the facts
that Laura presents in her letter to her psychiatrist when
interpreting this tale.

Therefore, the reader of C a m i l l a has to

rely on Laura's narrating because he/she has no way of knowing
what the narrated actually was.

Consequently,

like Frankenstein

and Me l m o t h . C a m i l l a is essentially a tale about telling tales.
Therefore, for a primary interpretation of this novel, a narrato
logical reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships
is most appropriate.
As in Frankenstein and Melmoth. a narratological reading
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships serves three
vital functions.

First, a narratological reading emphasizing the

narrator/narratee relationships creates distance between Le Fanu
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and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and between
this subject matter and the reader.

Secondly, a narratological

reading helps to illuminate the character of each narrator and
also to depict the personality of each narratee to whom the
narrator's story is addressed.

Thirdly, each narrator/narratee

relationship underscores the major theme of the novel which is
that sex and violence does undermine a supposedly stable Victori
an society.

In addition to these three functions of the novel's

narrator/narratee relationships which I just explicated, the
narrator/narratee relationships in Carmilla serve a fourth
function which is to depict the characteristics of the vampire to
the reader, and to substantiate the fact that Carmilla is a
vampire.

In the other two Gothic novels which I discussed,

Frankenstein and Melmoth. Victor, the monster, and Melmoth the
Wanderer, all speak, at some point in these novels,

in a narra

tor/narratee relationship as a first-person narrator.
However,

in Carmilla. the vampire character, Carmilla, never

speaks as a first-person narrator.

The only information that the

reader has regarding this vampire, and even the fact that vam
pires exist, is through the letters or stories of the other
narrators to their narratees.

Therefore, an additional function

of the narrator/narratee relationships in Carmilla is that they
establish the validity of the vampire figure in this novel.
Furthermore, the existence of vampires is interwoven with the
major themes of this novel because Carmilla, as a lesbian vam
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pire, exemplifies the sex and violence which undermines a suppos
edly stable Victorian society.
Like Shelley in Frankenstein and Maturin in M e l m o t h . Le Fanu
in Carmilla uses mediated narration to create distance between
himself and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and
between this subject matter and the reader.

However,

in Franken

stein and Melmoth. the supernatural and controversial subject
matters which Shelley and Maturin discuss in their novels are not
one in the same entity and both embodied in the persona of the
novels' major characters.

This is true because even though

Victor, the monster, and Melmoth personify the supernatural
subject matter in Frankenstein and Melmoth; nevertheless, the
controversial subject matter in Frankenstein and Melmoth is not
necessarily personified by the major characters of these novels
even though it may be verbalized by Melmoth, Victor, and the
monster.

However,

in Carmilla. both the supernatural and contro

versial subject matter is incorporated into the novel's major
character, Carmilla, the vampire figure.
Primarily, Carmilla is supernatural because she is a vampire
and as much has somehow extended her mortal life at the expense
of her soul.

In addition, Carmilla can be interpreted as a

controversial figure because she represents the sex and violence
which undermines a supposedly stable Victorian society.
In the overall narration of Carmilla. Laura, Carmilla's last
lover and victim,

is the primary narrator.

And, Dr. Hesselius is

her primary narratee.
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The first vital function that this narrator/narratee rela
tionship serves in Laura's letter is that it creates narrative
distance between the author, Le Fanu, and his supernatural and
controversial subject matter and between this subject matter and
the reader.

Initially, narrative distance is created because

there is a ten year time span between the narrated and the
narrating.

Furthermore, both the primary narrator, Laura, and

the novel's primary narratee, Dr. Hesselius,
Laura's letter is published.

are dead when

Nevertheless, Laura's story is

relayed by Dr. Hesselius's medical secretary who publishes it
along with the doctor's other papers merely to "interest the
laity."

In addition, narrative distance is further created

because Laura really does not possess first-hand knowledge of
Carmilla's vampire nature.

Instead, the fact that Carmilla is

actually a vampire is told to Laura in interpolated stories by
secondary narrators.

Also, to further create narrative distance,

during the novel's interpolated tales, Laura, as a narrator is
describing, Laura as a narratee.
Now, the question is: why does Le Fanu use such a highly
mediated narrative structure merely to tell the story of a
vampire?

Indeed, in 1819, Dr. Polidori wrote the Vampvre using a

simplified third person limited narration.

The answer is that Le

Fanu wanted to make his highly improbable story believable to his
readers.

Of course, once the narration is believable then the

story becomes extremely frightening.

In addition, unlike Dr.

Polidori, Le Fanu is also depicting female sexuality and feminine
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power.

Of course, these entities would have been definitely

unacceptable to readers in a conservative Victorian society.
In addition to creating narrative distance, the narrator/narratee relationship between Laura and Dr. Hesselius helps to
characterize Laura when she functions as the narrator, and also
to characterize Dr. Hesselius who serves as the narratee of
Laura's highly improbable story.

By the letter which Laura

writes to Dr. Hesselius, the reader is aware that she is a
beautiful, pampered and extremely naive young lady.

However, her

personality falls into two clearly definable categories.

Indeed,

as she admits, she changes her disposition considerably after her
ordeal with Carmilla.
Before her encounter with Carmilla, Laura can be character
ized as spoiled and pampered by her wealthy father while leading
a carefree and happy existence.

Laura, herself admits that,

"My

elders had just so much control over me as you might conjecture
such sage persons would have in the case of a rather spoiled girl
whose only parent allowed her pretty nearly her own way in
everything"

(19). However, after her experience with Carmilla,

Laura can be analyzed as high-strung, nervous, and tormented.
Laura writes to Dr. Hesselius that even after ten years,

"I now

write...with trembling hand, with a confused and horrible recol
lection of certain occurrences and situations,
through which I was unconsciously passing"

in the ordeal

(36).

Nevertheless,

despite her new anxieties, Laura has undergone a process of
sophistication because she is now aware of the existence of evil
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in the world.

Furthermore,

she has also become a sensuous woman

because she is now aware of sex for the purpose of pleasure and
not just for the purpose of procreation.
In addition to characterizing Laura, the letter which she
writes to Dr. Hesselius also helps to characterize the doctor
when he functions as the primary narratee of Laura's story.

By

the signals which Laura addresses to Dr. Hesselius, he can be
characterized as a very interesting and learned man.

First of

all, because Laura chooses to confide in him, he is obviously a
psychiatrist who is not only interested in the workings of the
mind, but he is also interested in psychological disorders which
may have a preternatural basis.
Consequently, his interest in unusual diseases introduces
his as a prototype of the Dr. Van Helsing character who Bram
Stoker introduces in Dracula.

Furthermore, the fact that Dr.

Hesselius's secretary finds Laura's letter among the doctor's
other papers shows that he believed her story or at least thought
it was worthwhile to keep her letter.
author,

Consequently, Le Fanu, as

is verifying that Laura's narrative is believable because

if a supposedly normal and knowledgeable man like Dr. Hesselius
believes Laura's story then the reader might also believe her
narration without feeling overly gullible or slightly neurotic.
In addition to creating narrative distance and characteriz
ing its narrator and narratee, the narrator/narratee relationship
between Laura and Dr. Hesselius introduces the major theme which
continues throughout the novel.

The major theme, which is
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depicted in Laura's letter and in all of the interpolated materi
al in Carmilla. is that basically sex and violence does undermine
a supposedly stable Victorian society.

And, this theme is

exemplified by Carmilla because as a vampire she symbolizes
violence and as a lesbian she symbolizes female sexuality— sex
for the purpose of pleasure and not just for the purpose of
procreation.
Interestingly,

in the Romantic Gothic novels that I have

discussed— Frankenstein and Melmoth— good is a passive and evil
is an active quality.

Consequently,

in Romantic Gothic novels,

the characters have to engage in some nefarious activity to cause
their ruination.

However,

in Victorian Gothic novels,

like

Carmilla. evil, which is depicted as sex and violence in vampire
novels,

is simply inflicted upon innocent people who are merely

engaging in their daily routines.

Initially, this theme of sex

and violence being inflicted on innocent people begins in this
novel when Carmilla duplicitously weans her way into Laura and
her father's home.
Ultimately, this theme of sex and violence which is personi
fied by the lesbian vampire, Carmilla, continues throughout
Laura's letter to Dr. Hesselius and is emphasized by all of the
other interpolated material in her narration.

Since the third

and fourth functions of the narrator/narratee relationships are
so intrinsically interwoven in Carmilla. I will discuss the
thematic function and the function of substantiating the validity
and characteristics of the vampire simultaneously.

In addition,
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since the novel's interpolated narrations all serve to substanti
ate the fact that vampires do exist and that Carmilla is a
vampire,

I will incorporate: the general's letter; the general's

story; the report of the Imperial Commission; and, the Baron's
tale into the thematic segment of Laura's overall letter to Dr.
Hesselius.
The first mention of Carmilla's sinister nature, albeit
indirectly in the novel, is introduced by a letter from General
Spielsdorf which Laura's father receives before he and his
daughter encounter Carmilla.

As in the other narrator/narratee

relationships in this novel, this letter, with General Spielsdorf
as the narrator and Laura and her father as his narratees,
creates distance between both Le Fanu and his supernatural and
controversial subject matter and between this subject matter and
the reader.

Initially, narrative distance is created because

this letter is interpolated into Laura's overall letter to Dr.
Hesselius. Then too, narrative distance is created because the
general is obviously irrational at the time that he has posted
this message.

Thus, when Laura initially reads the general's

letter she describes it as, "so extraordinary,

so vehement,

and

in some places so self-contradictory, that I read it twice over—
and was still unable to account for it, except by supposing that
grief had unsettled his mind"

(22)

Furthermore, the meaning of the general's narration is more
ambiguous because he is vague when he writes the details of his
ward, Bertha's death to Laura and her father.

Essentially, the
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General tells his narratees that the beautiful young girl who was
entrusted to his care has died, and that he will,

"devote his

remaining days to tracking and extinguishing a monster"

(23).

The general then says that he will visit their schloss and fill
Laura and her father in regarding the details of his story in two
or three months.

Consequently,

narrative distance is created

because Le Fanu introduces an unintelligible letter written by an
irrational narrator to bewildered narratees.
Like the other narrator/narratee relationships in the novel,
the general's letter helps to characterize Laura and her father
when they function as the narratees of the general's tale.
Indeed, from the letter which the general writes, the reader
realizes that he is a very sympathetic and loving man who is
severely grieved because of Bertha's death.

As narratees, Laura

and her father appear to be kind and sympathetic people.
Laura says about the young girl's death,

Indeed,

"Though I had never seen

Bertha Rheinfeldt, my eyes filled with tears at the sudden
intelligence; I was startled, as well as profoundly disappointed"
(23).

Consequently, Laura appears to be not only a compassionate

but also a lonely young lady because she is severely disappointed
that Bertha will not be visiting her.
However,

in addition to creating narrative distance and

characterizing its narrator and narratees, the most important
function that the general's letter serves is that it substanti
ates the theme of violence which continues throughout the novel.
Even though the general's letter is slightly incoherent, Laura
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and her father do realize that some violent person or thing has
killed Bertha.
that,

The general makes this quite clear when he writes

"The fiend who betrayed our infatuated hospitality has done

it a l l . . ( 2 2 )
Furthermore, this theme of violence, which is later combined
with the theme of female sexuality, continues in the novel with
Carmilla's dramatic entrance into Laura and her father's house
hold.

Laura and her father are out for an evening stroll when

the carriage transporting Carmilla, her mother, and a sinister
looking Gypsy woman overturns.
ately assists the ladies.

Of course, Laura's father immedi

Next, Carmilla's so-called mother

tells Laura's father that she is on a mission of great urgency
and that it will be difficult for her to take Carmilla with her
because Carmilla has been visibly shaken by the accident.
Gallantly, Laura's father insists that Carmilla remain at his
castle, or Schloss as he calls it, with him and his daughter.
This appears to be a good idea because Carmilla seems to be
a beautiful and charming, bewildered, young lady.

Even Mademoi

selle, Laura's governess, describes her as "absolutely beauti
ful—

and with such a sweet voice"

(29).

Furthermore, Laura

being a lonely girl is very excited that she will now have this
charming young lady as a companion.

However, circumstances

regarding Carmilla's character begin to take a sinister turn
almost immediately after she enters Laura's household.
Initially, Laura becomes suspicious regarding Carmilla
because she remembers her as the vision who appeared in a dream
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to her when she was six years old.

Laura recounts the details of

this dream by describing a beautiful young woman who appeared to
her and then pierced her neck with two sharp pricks like those of
a needle.
that,

Laura says about Carmilla after she enters her home

"I saw the very face which had visited me in my childhood

at night, which remained so fixed in my memory, and on which I
had for so many years so often ruminated with horror..."

(31).

Next, Laura recounts to Dr. Hesselius that a thinly dis
guised suggestion of sexual attraction appeared in their rela
tionship.

Laura writes about Carmilla,

ably towards the beautiful stranger.

"I felt rather unaccount

I did feel, as she said,

'drawn towards her,' but there was also something of repulsion"
(33).

Thus, the theme of illicit sexual desire is initiated into

Laura's narration.

Of course, this sexual passion especially

between two females, as presented in Laura's letter, would have
been unacceptable to Le Fanu's Victorian readers.
However, the plot thickens; whereby,

illicit sexual passion

appears to be the least of Carmilla's sins.

Next, Laura writes

that Carmilla exhibited unusual personality characteristics.
Laura enumerates Carmilla's peculiarities by saying,

"She used to

come down very late, generally not till one o'clock,

she would

then take a cup of chocolate, but eat nothing; we then went out
for a walk, which was a mere saunter, and she seemed, almost
immediately, exhausted..."

(37).

ior for an eighteen year old girl.

Indeed, this is unusual behav
Then too, the next idiosyn
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crasy that Carmilla displays is that she will not give Laura any
details regarding her family or her background.
Thus far, from Laura's letter, both reader and narratee know
that Laura has a beautiful, young visitor in her home who dis
plays some peculiar personality traits.

However, even though

Carmilla is a bit strange, all these traits combined do not
convince the narratee nor the reader that Carmilla is a vampire.
However, soon evidence begins to emerge which defines Carmilla as
not only eccentric but also dangerous.
Almost immediately after Carmilla begins her stay at the
schloss, pretty young peasant girls begin to die of a strange
disease.

Of course, as the reader and narratee later learn,

Carmilla kills peasants immediately but savors her elegant prey
because after all she is an aristocratic vampire.
From this point on in Laura's narration, the evidence
becomes overwhelming that Carmilla is some kind of sinister
creature.

When a traveling peddler visits the schloss, he says

to Laura regarding Carmilla's appearance that,

"Your noble

friend, the young lady at your right, has the sharpest tooth—
long, thin, pointed, like an awl, like a needle"

(40).

Neverthe

less, in spite of the fact that passing strangers notice Carmil
la's sinister traits, Laura and her father seem totally unaware
of these minor imperfections in their guest.

Surprisingly, Laura

and her father are not even alarmed when an artist shows them a
portrait of the countess, "Marcia Karnstein," dated 1698 which is
the likeness of Carmilla.
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Nevertheless, even though Laura and her father do ignore
Carmilla's obviously sinister characteristics; nonetheless, an
incident soon occurs which they cannot ignore.

This occurrence

is that Laura begins to feel extremely lethargic every morning
and her appearance becomes pale and anemic.

Understandably,

Laura is perplexed regarding her decline in health.
Dr. Hesselius that,

"every morning I felt the same lassitude, and

a languor weighed upon me all day.
(51).

Laura tells

I felt myself a changed girl"

Because her declining health is so obvious, even Laura's

father becomes concerned and finally sends for the doctor when
Laura starts to have dreams in which she has the sensation of two
needles piercing her neck.

However, the doctor does not get to

render his final diagnosis regarding Laura's condition because
General Spielsdorf finally visits the family, and his tale
strongly suggests that Carmilla is a vampire and the cause of
Laura's illness.
The general finally encounters Laura and her father when
they journey from their schloss to the ruins of the Karnstein
Castle.

Laura's father, being concerned about her health,

decides that a picnic would do her good.

Consequently, he,

Laura, and the governess go on a sojourn to the grounds of the
ruined Karnstein estate where Carmilla is to meet them later in
the day.

While on route, they meet general Spielsdorf who tells

them the details of his ward, Bertha's death.
Essentially, the general's story is a condensed version of
Laura's narration.

Basically, Carmilla's mother persuades the
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general to allow Carmilla to stay at his home by using the same
fabricated story that she told Laura and her father.

However,

soon after Carmilla begins her visit, the general notices that
this beautiful young woman has some peculiar habits.

Then, his

ward, Bertha, becomes ill, and the first doctor that the general
consults can find no basis for her anemia and declining state of
health.

He finally consults a second physician who writes him a

letter which states that Bertha is being attacked by a vampire.
Although he is skeptical regarding the existence of vampires, the
general stands watch in Bertha's room.

During the night, Carmil

la in the form of a black beast attacks Bertha.

After she

accosts Bertha, Carmilla immediately disappears through a closed
door.

Unfortunately, the general has realized the source of

Bertha's illness too late because the next day the girl dies.
Now, General Spielsdorf is dedicating the rest of his life to
tracking down Carmilla and executing her.
Like all of the other narrator/narratee relationships in the
novel, the general's interpolated tale creates distance between
Le Fanu and his supernatural and controversial subject matter,
the vampire Carmilla, and between this subject matter and the
reader.

Once again, as in the general's letter, narrative

distance is created because the general tells an interpolated
story in Laura's overall narration.

Also, narrative distance is

created because the general is clearly deranged by grief.

Of

course, Le Fanu wants to distance himself as author from this
section of the novel because it is during the general's interpo
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lated tale, that the existence of vampires is verified by two
impartial third parties— the woodsman and the elderly physician—
who the general engages to treat Bertha when she is dying.
The woodsman encounters the general, Laura, and her father
when they are at the ruined chapel of the Karnsteins.

The

woodsman tells them that the village is deserted because, at one
time, this area was plagued by vampires.

The woodsman goes on to

say that even though a Moravian nobleman exterminated the vam
pires in this area; nevertheless, the grave of the Countess
Millarca was moved and, now, her burial place is unknown.
The next interpolated element in the general's tale, which
substantiates the existence of vampires,

is the letter which an

elderly physician writes to General Spielsdorf when his daughter
is dying.

At first, General Spielsdorf is shocked by the physi

cian's letter.

Indeed, he tells Laura and her father regarding

this letter that,
to a madhouse.

"It was monstrous enough to have consigned him

He said that the patient was suffering from the

visits of a vampire"

(77).

The physician continues in this

letter to describe how vampires attack their victims and ulti
mately cause their death.

Of course, the most important aspect

regarding the introduction of this letter and the woodsman's tale
is that two supposedly normal people have now substantiated the
existence of vampires.

Furthermore, these two men discuss

vampires as if they were a universally accepted phenomena.
Most likely, after the reader hears the woodsman's interpo
lated tale, and reads the doctor's letter in the general's story,
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he is quite willing to "suspend his disbelief" and to acknowledge
the existence of vampires, at least, within the scope of Le
Fanu's novel.

However, ironically Laura and her father, the

general's narratees, will not accept the fact that Carmilla is a
vampire.

After hearing the general's story, they may believe in

the existence of vampires in general, but they cannot accept the
fact that their beautiful house guest is one of these creatures.
Ironically, even after hearing the general's story, Laura is
glad to see Carmilla when she finally arrives at the chapel.
Laura says.

"I saw very gladly the beautiful face and figure of

Carmilla enter the shadowy chapel"

(78).

Furthermore,

even after

Carmilla evades the general's attack on her and disappears
through a sealed door, Laura still will not accept the fact that
she is a vampire.
writes that,

Prince in his classification of narratees

"The narratee can be more or less influenced by the

narrative addressed to him"

(18).

Ironically, even though Laura

should be influenced by General Spielsdorf's tale she is not.
In addition to creating narrative distance, this narrator/narratee relationship also helps further to characterize
General Spielsdorf, the narrator, and also further to character
ize Laura and her father when they function as the narratees of
the general's tale.

Even though the reader already has an idea

of the general's character from the letter which he wrote;
nevertheless, the reader gains additional insights regarding the
general's personality when he functions as the narrator of this
interpolated tale.
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Overall, the general is portrayed as a sympathetic and
loving parent because he has "tears in his eyes" when he relates
to Laura and her father the details of Bertha's death.

However,

even though he is grief stricken; nevertheless, he is not without
purpose because he intends to avenge his ward's murder.
general tells Laura and her father,

The

"The years that remain to me

on earth may not be very long; but by God's mercy I hope to
accomplish a service to mankind before I die, and to subserve the
vengeance of Heaven upon the fiends who have murdered my poor
child in the spring of her hopes and beauty"

(64).

And, by the

novel's conclusion, the general does accomplish this goal.
However, aside from his admirable qualities, the general
does have one major flaw which is that he is easily duped by
beautiful women.

Consequently, because Carmilla and her mother

charm him, he allows Carmilla to stay at his schloss even though
it is against his better judgement.

The general tells his

narratees that, "I must confess the refined and beautiful face of
the young lady, about which there was something extremely engag
ing, as well as the elegance and fire of high birth, determined
me; and quite overpowered, I submitted, and undertook, too
easily, the care of the young lady, whom her mother called
Millarca"

(69).

Evidently,

like all the other males in the

novel, the general is easily manipulated by feminine wiles.
Nevertheless, even though the general is easily manipulated,
he is not quite as gullible as Laura's father.

This is true

because almost immediately after he allows Carmilla to stay at
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his home, he starts to regret his decision.

The general tells

Laura and her father that after Carmilla's mother drove away, he
realized that he had made a mistake.
its full force,

The general says,

"Now,

in

I recognized a new folly in my having undertaken

the charge of a young lady without so much as knowing her full
name"

(71).

Indeed, the general's hesitant acceptance of Carmil

la's visit serves as an interesting contrast to the reaction of
Laura's father who welcomes her with open arms when she stays at
their home.

Evidently, Le Fanu is presenting the males in the

novel in accordance with their degree of stupidity.
Then too, another interesting aspect of the general's
character, which he reveals to his narratees,

is that even though

he is a stubborn man; nevertheless, because of his encounter with
Carmilla, he has gone from being a skeptic to becoming a devout
believer in the supernatural.

Initially, even though he realizes

that Bertha is suffering from a very strange disease, he is still
doubtful regarding the existence of vampires.
to Laura and her father,

The general admits

"Being myself wholly skeptical as to the

existence of any such portent as the vampire, the supernatural
theory of the good doctor furnished,

in my opinion,

but another

instance of learning and intelligence oddly associated with some
hallucination"

(77) .

However, after he sees Carmilla attacking

Bertha, he becomes a devout believer in the existence of vampires
and readily admits to his narratees that,
dupe of a preternatural conspiracy"

(62).

"I have been made the
Of course, this gives

the general a problem in common with his narratees because Laura
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and her father have also been duped by a preternatural conspira
cy.
In addition to further characterizing the general, this
narration gives additional insights into the personalities of
Laura and her father when they function as the narratees of the
general's tale.
Prince writes,

Regarding the classification of narratees,
"the narratee-character can represent for the

narration someone more or less essential, more or less irreplace
able as a narratee"

(19).

Indeed, Laura and her father are

essential narratees for the general's tale because,

as the reader

knows, they are undergoing the same ordeal which the general has
just experienced.

Consequently, the general's tale should

clarify their own mysterious predicament.
However, even though Laura and her father are essential
narratees for the general's narration; nevertheless,

they prove

to be extremely unperceptive narratees because they do not
realize how the general's story applies to their own situation.
Therefore, Laura's father appears incredibly dense when the
general tells h im that he has no desire to see the portrait of
the Countess Karnstein because he has already seen the original.
In fact, Laura's father says to the general that he could not
have seen the original of this portrait because the Countess has
been dead for over one hundred years.

Furthermore, when the

general tells Laura's father that she is, "Not so dead as you
fancy," Laura's father's only retort to the general is "You
puzzle me utterly"

(73).

Nevertheless,

even though initially
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Laura's father does not get the general's message, he does
finally realize that Carmilla is the vampire, who the general
describes, when she appears at the conclusion of the general's
narration.
On the other hand, Laura does not get the point of the
general's story, at all, because even after Carmilla arrives at
the chapel and the general identifies Carmilla as the sinister
Millarca who killed Bertha, Laura is disappointed after she
returns home because Carmilla is not there.

Laura says, "my

satisfaction was changed to dismay, on discovering that there
were no tidings of Carmilla"

(81).

Consequently, Laura can be

characterized as extremely naive, or more aptly, she can be
described as "irresistibly drawn" towards Carmilla.

Therefore,

she will not accept the fact that the object of her desire is a
vampire.
Then too, as in all the other narrator/narratee relation
ships in Laura's letter, the general's narration to Laura and her
father underscores the novel's central theme of sex and violence.
Furthermore, this narration enumerates additional characteristics
which vampires display and also further defines Carmilla as a
vampire.
The first part of the general's story is a repeat narration
of Laura's story.

Carmilla gains entrance in an unusual manor

into the general's home.

Carmilla displays languor in her

behavior and also has a tendency to disappear through locked
doors.

Next, like Laura, Bertha becomes ill with a mysterious
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disease.

However,

in Bertha's case, this disease is diagnosed

because her consulting physician writes a letter to the general
which substantiates that, without a doubt, her condition is the
result of being attacked by a vampire.

Of course, taking all of

Carmilla's other unusual characteristics into consideration, the
guilty party appears to be Carmilla.

The doctor writes in his

letter to the general regarding his ward's illness that:
The punctures which she described as having occurred
near the throat, were, he insisted, the insertion of
those two long, thin, and sharp teeth which,

it is well

known, are peculiar to vampires; and there could be no
doubt, he added, as to the well-defined presence of the
small livid marks which all concurred in describing as
that induced by the demon's lips, and every symptom
described by the sufferer was in exact conformity with
those recorded in every case of a similar visitation.
(77)
After reading the doctor's letter which is interpolated in
the general's narration, the reader assumes that Bertha has been
victimized by a vampire.

Furthermore, the reader realizes how

vampires attack and ultimately kill their prey.

However, Le Fanu

still has two more facts to relay to his readers.

The first is

to positively identify Carmilla as a vampire; thereby justifying
her execution.

Secondly, Le Fanu has to inform the reader

regarding the background of this strange creature.

And, he
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supplies this information in the novel's last two interpolated
narrations.
The next interpolated tale in Laura's letter is the report
of the Imperial Commission.

In this interpolated narration, the

Imperial Commission's report functions as the narrator and Laura
is the narratee because her father suggests that she read this
document so that she will be convinced, once and for all, that
Carmilla is a vampire.

Ultimately, this report verifies that

Carmilla is a vampire and describes her execution.
The facts concerning Carmilla's identification and execution
are as follows:

After the general completes his tale, Carmilla

arrives at the ruined Karnstein's chapel accompanied by Laura's
governess.

Of course, Laura, who has not heeded the warning of

the general's story,

is happy to see her, and Carmilla is smiling

and glad to see Laura.

However, Laura tells Dr. Hesselius that

when Carmilla sees the general:
a brutalized change came over her features.

It was an

instantaneous and horrible transformation, as she made
a crouching step backwards.

Before I could utter a

scream, he struck at her with all his force, but she
dived under his blow, and unscathed, caught him in her
tiny grasp by the wrist.

He struggled for a moment to

release his arm, but his hand opened, the axe fell to
the ground, and the girl was gone.

(79)
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Because the general identifies Carmilla as the vampire, Millarca,
who killed Bertha, this incident finally convinces Laura's father
and the authorities that Carmilla is a vampire.
The day after this shocking incident, the formal execution
of Carmilla takes place in the Chapel of the Karnsteins.

And,

the details of these proceedings constitute the report of the
Imperial Commission.

Like the general's letter and interpolated

tale, the report of the Imperial Commission is also an interpo
lated story in Laura's overall letter.

As in the other narra-

tor/narratee relationships in the novel, Le Fanu uses this report
to create distance between himself, as author, and his supernatu
ral and controversial subject matter and between this subject
matter and the reader.

Of course, narrative distance is initial

ly created because it is an interpolated report in an overall
narration.

Furthermore, narrative distance is created because

Laura, the narratee of the commission's report, cannot verify its
authenticity.

Laura writes to Dr. Hesselius,

"For my part I have

heard no theory by which to explain what I myself have witnessed
and experienced other than that supplied by the ancient and wellattested belief of the country"

(82).

Understandably, Le Fanu wants to create distance between
himself and his subject matter in this section of the novel
because the report of the Imperial Commission describes the
brutal execution of Carmilla in a manner which definitely sug
gests subliminal sexual connotations.

This report states:
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The body therefore,

in accordance with the ancient

practice, was raised, and a sharp stake driven through
the heart of the vampire, who uttered a piercing shriek
at the moment,

in all respects such as might escape

from a living person in the last agony.

Then, the head

was struck off, and a torrent of blood flowed from the
severed neck.

The body and head were next placed on a

pile of wood, and reduced to ashes, which were thrown
upon the river and borne away....(82)
Indeed, this is highly controversial material because on a
literal level, Carmilla'a execution is extremely gruesome.

And,

on the interpretative level, this execution describes the symbol
ic rape and brutal murder of a helpless woman by four respectable
members of the patriarchal power structure.
In addition to creating narrative distance, the report of
the Imperial Commission also helps to characterize the members of
the commission and also to further characterize Laura since she
is the narratee of the commission's report.

Regarding the

members of the commission, Laura writes that they were all chosen
for "integrity and intelligence"

(81).

However, in spite of

their admirable qualities, these men also appear to be extremely
sadistic because they do not hesitate to execute Carmilla in a
brutal manner.
In addition to characterizing the Imperial Commission which
functions as the narrator, this report also helps to further
characterize Laura,

its narratee.

Surprisingly, even after
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reading the report, Laura is still ambiguous regarding Carmilla's
vampire nature.

Furthermore, she is non-committal regarding

Carmilla's execution because she did not actually witness it;
consequently, she merely refers to the account of Carmilla's
dismemberment as a "shocking scene"

(82).

Nevertheless, Laura

does admit to Dr. Hesselius that "the disappearance of Carmilla
put an end to my nightly sufferings"

(81).

In regard to her ordeal with Carmilla, Laura goes on to tell
Dr. Hesselius that her whole encounter with Carmilla was one of
"unspeakable horror which years after my deliverance continued to
make my days and nights dreadful, and solitude insupportably
terrific"

(82) .

Ultimately, even though Laura remains ambiguous

about Carmilla's vampire nature; nevertheless, her encounter with
Carmilla does have a devastating as well as debilitating effect
on her present life and future existence.
In addition to creating narrative distance and characteriz
ing its narrator and narratee, the report of the Imperial Commis
sion also irrefutably substantiates the fact that Carmilla is a
vampire.

The report of the commission states that:

when the grave of the Countess Mircalla was opened; and
the General and my father recognized each his perfidi
ous and beautiful guest,
view.

in the face now disclosed to

The features though a hundred and fifty years

had passed since her burial, were tinted with the
warmth of life.

Her eyes were open; no cadaverous

smell exhaled from the coffin.

The two medical men,
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one officially present, the other on the part of the
promoter of the inquiry, attested the marvelous fact,
that there was a faint but appreciable respiration, and
a corresponding action of the heart.

The limbs were

perfectly flexible, the flesh elastic; and the leaden
coffin floated with blood, in which to a depth of seven
inches, the body lay immersed.

(82)

Consequently, the Commission's report verifies that Carmilla
possessed all the "admitted signs and proofs of vampirism"

(82) .

Furthermore, after reading the report of the Imperial Commission,
narratee and reader know all about the appearance of vampires,
both in and out of the grave.

Ultimately, the report of the

Imperial Commission culminates the novel's theme of sex and
violence undermining a supposedly stable Victorian society which
is intrinsically interwoven with the character of the lesbian
vamp i r e , Carmi11a.
On a literal level, this is the moral of the story to young
ladies who entertain the thought of engaging in illicit sex.
First, the maiden looses her virginity as symbolized by the
spilling of blood from the vampire's first bite.

Secondly, a

young lady's health will decline as exemplified by the repeated
attacks of the vampire.

And, ultimately this vampire's victim

will end up as a living corpse.
and could have happened to Laura.

Indeed, this happened to Bertha
Of course, the report of the

Imperial Commission specifies how such women have to be destroy
ed.
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The novel's last interpolated tale is told by the eccentric
Baron Vordenburg.

In this narrator/narratee relationship, the

Baron is the narrator and Laura and her father are the Baron's
narratees.

The purpose of the Baron's tale is to inform both the

reader and his narratees regarding the details of Carmilla's
insidious background and how she first became a vampire.
As in the other narrator/narratee relationships in Laura's
letter, this relationship, with the Baron as the narrator and
Laura and her father as his narratees,

creates distance between

Le Fanu and his supernatural and controversial subject matter and
between this subject matter and the reader.

Of course,

since

Carmilla has been executed, as a vampire, by the Imperial Commis
sion, Le Fanu does not now need significant narrative distance to
discuss vampires.

Because by this point in the novel, both

reader and narratees readily accept the existence of vampires, at
least within the scope of the novel.
Nevertheless, Le Fanu wants to distance himself from his
controversial subject matter in this section of the novel because
the Baron is describing a figure which is considerably more
threatening than that of a lesbian vampire.

This is true because

the Baron's narration depicts Carmilla as a powerful and sexually
assertive woman, who has manipulated the members of the patriar
chal power structure for the last one hundred and fifty years.
Of course, this type of threatening woman would have definitely
been unacceptable to Le Fanu's conservative Victorian readers.
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Consequently, as author, Le Fanu attempts to distance himself
from his subject matter in this section of the novel.
To recapitulate Carmilla's insidious background, the Baron
tells Laura and her father that Carmilla became a vampire most
likely because she committed suicide.

And, the Baron insinuates

that the reason that Carmilla committed suicide was because her
sexual preference in life was the same as in death— she was a
lesbian.

Ironically, even though she was a lesbian; neverthe

less, she was skillful at manipulating men when she was alive and
even after her death.
According to the Baron's story, the Moravian nobleman who
relocated Carmilla's grave was one of his ancestors, the first
Baron Vordenburg.

The reason that this man purposely concealed

the countess's tomb was because "in very early youth he had been
a passionate and favored lover of the beautiful Mircalla, Count
ess Karnstein.
grief"

(84) .

Her early death plunged him into inconsolable
Consequently, Vordenburg's ancestor moves Carmil

la's grave so that her body will not be discovered and destroyed.
The Baron tells Laura and her father regarding his ances
tor's motives that,

"He has left a curious paper to prove that

the vampire, on its expulsion from its amphibious existence,

is

projected into a far more horrible life; and he resolved to save
his once beloved Mircalla from this"

(85).

Indeed, he did

accomplish his task; thus, Carmilla survived as a vampire to
plague the area of the ruined Karnstein Castle.

However, Carmil

la was quite a woman in that she was so desirable that she
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manipulated a man into protecting her even after her death.

Of

course, the irony is that she could not have been in love with
this Moravian nobleman even when she was alive.
Furthermore, the reader knows that her charms remained in
tact even as a vampire because she had no problem manipulating
both the general and Laura's father.

Therefore,

it is possible

that Le Fanu is simply using the persona of a vampire to depict a
powerful and sexually assertive woman who has out-witted and
manipulated supposedly sophisticated men for the past one hundred
and fifty years.
In addition to creating narrative distance, the Baron's tale
also helps to characterize the Baron and to further characterize
Laura and her father when they function as the narratees of his
tale.

Indeed, the Baron can be characterized as a very eccentric

and knowledgeable man, even though he is not particularly hand
some.

Even Laura describes his features as "grotesque."

Never

theless, he is noble because he has devoted his life to studying
vampires mostly by reading his ancestor's journals.

Also, he is

altruistic because he has dedicated his life to finding Millar
ca' s tomb and destroying her remains so that she will no longer
kill innocent people.

The Baron says regarding his mission,

"the

hand of a remote descendant has, too late for many, directed the
pursuit to the lair of the beast"

(85).

Ultimately, the Baron

can be characterized as a dutiful descendant of a very learned,
although misguided, Moravian nobleman.

Furthermore, the Baron
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can be characterized as a brave, admirable, and tenacious indi
vidual because he succeeds at rectifying his ancestor's mistake.
In addition to characterizing the narrator, Baron Vordenburg, this story also helps further to characterize the narratees, Laura and her father, to whom the Baron's tale is addressed.

Of course, by this point in the novel, Laura's father is

convinced that vampires exist to the point that he is ready to
organize an anti-vampire crusade.

On the other hand, Laura

remains ambiguous regarding Carmilla's vampire nature.

Indeed,

even after hearing the Baron's story, and after travelling for a
year with her father, she still cannot forget C a m i l l a .

Even

more significantly, she still has mixed feelings regarding
C a m i l l a at the conclusion of her letter.

Thus, after ten years,

Laura writes to Dr. Hesselius that, "to this hour the image of
C a m i l l a returns to memory with ambiguous alternations— sometimes
the playful,

languid, beautiful girl; sometimes the writing fiend

I saw in the ruined church; and often from a reverie I have
started,

fancying I heard the light step of C a m i l l a at the

drawing-room door” (85) .
Even though the novel's thematic content was culminated by
the report of the Imperial Commission; nevertheless, the Baron's
tale provides the finishing touches regarding vampire lore
because he describes additional characteristics and limitations
of the vampire.

The Baron tells Laura and her father that an

additional sign of the vampire, and a characteristic of which
they are probably not aware,

is "the power of the hand"

(85).
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The Baron further describes this power as so intense that,
leaves a numbness in the limb it seizes, which is slowly,
ever, recovered from"

"it
if

(85).

Another characteristic of the vampire which the Baron
describes is how these creatures maintain their amphibious
existence.

The Baron says,

"The amphibious existence of the

vampire is sustained by daily renewed slumber in the grave.

Its

horrible lust for living blood supplies the vigor of its waking
existence"

(83).

However, even though the vampire can live forever as long as
it devours living blood; nevertheless, this creature is subjected
to certain conditions.

The Baron describing Carmilla's limita

tions states, "Mircalla seemed to be limited to a name which,

if

not her real one, should at least reproduce, without the omission
or addition of a single letter, those, as we say anagrammatically, which compose it.

Carmilla did this; so did Millarca"

(84).

The Baron's narration is the last interpolated story in
Laura's letter.

After reading Laura's overall narration with its

interpolated materials, the reader believes, at least within the
realm of Le Fanu's novel, that vampires do symbolize a subliminal
sex and violence which undermines a supposedly stable Victorian
society.
Consequently, a narratological reading emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships is best for an initial interpre
tation of this novel.

A primary narratological reading is the

most all-inclusive because this type of interpretation accounts
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for how Le Fanu has created belief in the existence of vampires,
and therefore, ultimately produced an extremely frightening
novel.

Primarily, belief in vampires is created by the novel's

heavily mediated narration.

Indeed, Le Fanu has created belief

in vampires by incorporating into Laura's overall narration: a
letter; a report; and, two interpolated stories.

Consequently,

the reader is "willing to suspend his/her disbelief" because in
addition to Laura's letter, there are four other interpolated
tales told by different narrators which also substantiate the
fact that Carmilla is a vampire.

Margaret Carter in her critical

work, Spector or Delusion suggests that the function of multiple
narrators in Gothic novels is tantamount to the function of
witnesses in a courtroom.
thus become unavoidable,

Carter writes,

"Multiple narrators

since gaps in one witness's knowledge

must be filled in by the testimony of another"

(107).

However,

the impact of the testimony of the multiple narrators in Carmilla
is more pronounced than in a novel like Dracula because all of
the interpolated narrators, or witnesses, address their stories
to the same narratees— Laura and her father.
The second element in a narratological reading which helps
to make Le Fanu's highly improbable narration more believable is
to study the character of each narrator and his narratees in the
novel's narrator/narratee relationships.

Albeit, the narrators

and their narratees may be naive, grief-stricken, vindictive,
gullible, sadistic, or eccentric; however, none of these narra
tors or narratees are insane.

Furthermore, as a finishing touch,
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if the outstanding members of the Imperial Commission and a
prominent physician like Dr. Hesselius believe that Carmilla is a
vampire then the reader might also believe that she is a super
natural creature without feeling overly gullible or slightly
neurotic.
Thirdly, by studying the theme which is depicted in each
narrator/narratee relationship, the reader realizes that Le Fanu
is using the character of the vampire to personify the subliminal
sex and violence that is undermining a supposedly stable Victori
an society.

Thus, Le Fanu's novel has social connotations.

Consequently, this makes Le Fanu's story more believable because
the reader can interpret the vampire figure as merely a guise
which symbolizes a realistic person or situation.

Also, by

understanding this symbolic function of the vampire, this in
spires the reader to do other, more innovative interpretations of
Le Fanu's novel.
The fourth vital aspect of this novel that a narratological
reading reveals is that Le Fanu is incorporating into his story a
text book on vampires.

Indeed, explicated in every narrator/nar-

ratee relationship are numerous facts concerning: the identifica
tion of vampires; the characteristics of vampires; the habits of
vampires; and also, a description of how to kill a vampire.
Consequently, Le Fanu by using the tales of narrators to their
narratees, he has created a manual depicting everything that the
reader has always wanted to know about vampires, but was afraid
to ask.

Of course, the impact of all this information on the
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reader is that because Le Fanu has made his novel informative,
thus, the highly improbable story is more believable.

In addi

tion, the significant contribution of Le Fanu's vampire lore to
the literary world is that twenty years later, Bram Stoker adapt
ed Le Fanu's information regarding vampires to establish the
characteristics of the ultimate vampire— Dracula.
Consequently, a narratological reading emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships is most appropriate for a primary
interpretation of Le Fanu's Carmilla.

Furthermore, an initial

narratological reading will help to illuminate other, more
innovative interpretations of this novel.
After studying the thematic content of Carmilla. I suggest
that a feminist interpretation would be an appropriate secondary
reading of this novel.

Indeed, Le Fanu has established that as a

lesbian vampire Carmilla personifies the sex and violence which
undermines a supposedly stable Victorian society.

However, as a

vampire, and incorporated in this theme of violence, Carmilla
also exemplifies a power figure.

In addition, as a lesbian, she

symbolizes female sexuality— sex for the purpose of pleasure and
not just for the purpose of procreation.

Consequently,

it is

possible that Le Fanu is not telling the story of a vampire at
all, but rather he is using the persona of the vampire to depict
a powerful, and sexually assertive woman who has manipulated and
out-witted the members of the patriarchal power structure for the
last one hundred and fifty years.
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This feminist interpretation is an acceptable secondary
reading of the novel because there are enough references in the
text to Carmilla as a symbol of female sexuality and also as a
power figure to make such an interpretation feasible.

In addi

tion, another of Le Fanu's short stories, "The Room in the Dragon
Volant," suggests that the author is interested in sinister
females and their ability to dupe gullible men.
The "Room in the Dragon Volant" was first published in
London Society in 1872, the same year that Carmilla was published
in In a Glass Darkly.

In this short story, Le Fanu describes

another powerful woman who charms men; manipulates men; and, then
ultimately kills her victims.
Countess St. Alyre (Eugenie)

However, unlike Carmilla, the
is not a physical vampire; but

nevertheless, she is a psychic vampire.
This story, like Carmilla. was also found among the papers
of Dr. Hesselius, and was published by the Doctor's secretary
after his death.

Then too, the narrative structure is the same

as Carmilla because the story is told in first-person narration
by, Richard Beckett, a twenty-three year old Englishman, who was
Eugenie's last lover and victim.

Also,

like Laura's letter,

there is a several year time span between the narrated and the
narrating of Richard's story.
Basically, the plot of the story is that of a young upperclass Englishman who is embarking on his first tour of the
continent with Paris as his initial destination.

On the road to

Paris, he sees a carriage ahead of him which has had an accident.
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He and his driver assist the occupants of this carriage who turn
out to be an elderly Count and a beautiful young woman.

This

charming woman is supposedly the Countess St. Alyre, the Count's
wife.

Of course, because she is so beautiful, Richard immediate

ly falls in love with her.
Later, Richard rediscovers the couple at a road-side inne
and then finally gets to speak with the Countess at a masquerade
ball at Versailles.

However, in between his meeting with the

Count and Countess on the road and his encounter with Eugenie at
the ball, Richard meets the duplicitous, Marquis d'Harmonville,
who informs him regarding the Countess's background and also the
unhappy state of her marriage.
Consequently, when Richard meets her at the ball, he is not
surprised when she tells him that she has fallen in love with
him, also.

Subsequently, they make arrangements to meet at two

the next morning in the park in front of her Chateau.

These

assignations are repeated for the next two nights, and then the
Countess suggests that they run away together.

Furthermore, to

finance this elopement, she will sell her jewels so that they can
live happily ever after.

Ultimately, because Monsieur Beckett is

completely overwhelmed by the Countess's charms, he readily
agrees to this rash plan.
However, certain facts arise that should have made Richard
suspicious regarding his elopement with the Countess.
example,

For

in between his first and second assignations with the

countess, he has a discussion with a friend of his, Whistlewick,
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regarding the sinister reputation surrounding the room that he is
renting at the Dragon Volant Inne.

According to Richard's

friend, Mr. Whistlewick, three m en— a Russian nobleman, a French
aristocrat, and a wealthy poet— mysteriously disappeared from the
same room after withdrawing all of their money from their respec
tive bankers; furthermore, neither these men, nor their bodies,
were ever found.

Of course, had Richard not been so beguiled by

the Countess's charms, he would have been more suspicious regard
ing his own impending elopement with her.
Indeed, Richard should have realized that he was repeating
the same pattern of the men who disappeared because even though
Eugenie supposedly had a collection of valuable jewels, they
could not sell them right away.

Thus, Richard had to withdraw

all of his funds from his Paris bankers to finance their excur
sion.

In addition,

so that he and the Countess could not be

traced, Richard arranged his schedule so that his servants, his
friends and even the inn-keeper at the Dragon Volant would not
realize that he was missing for several weeks.
Finally, the night of the elopement arrives, and Richard
proceeds to the Count's chateau to pick up Eugenie.
the Count is away at a relative's funeral.

Supposedly,

When Richard arrives

at the Chateau, the Countess warmly welcomes him, takes his
money, and then,

she gives him a cup of drugged coffee which puts

him into a catatonic state.

Next, the Count and the Marquise

d'Harmonville enter and place Richard in the coffin which was
supposedly reserved for the body of the Count's cousin.

Finally,
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Richard realizes that his impending fate is the same as that of
the other three men who disappeared from the Dragon Volant.

Like

himself, they were drugged, robbed, and then buried alive.
Fortunately, unlike the others, Richard is saved at the last
minute by General Gaillarde, the chief of police.

Apparently,

the General was suspicious regarding the St. Alyres after the
poet mysteriously vanished.

Consequently, the General has been

keeping the Count and Countess under close surveillance.

Because

this time the General apprehends them in the act, he can now
arrest the Count, the Countess, and d'Harmonville.
Richard writes to Dr. Hesselius concerning their punishments
that,

"The Marquis escaped scot-free.

was executed.

His accomplice, the Count,

The fair Eugenie, under extenuating circumstances-

-consisting so far as I could discover of her good looks— got off
for six years'

imprisonment"

(92).

Evidently, Eugenie even

charmed the court, and thus received a sentence of six years for
three gruesome, cold-blooded, and premeditated murders.

Of

course, this woman was not really the count's wife; instead,

"the

Countess had figured some years before as one of the cleverest
actresses on the minor stage of Paris, where she had been picked
up by the Count and used as his principal accomplice"

(92) .

regard to Richard Beckett, he writes to Dr. Hesselius that,

In
"I

was a sadder if not a wiser man...I have deep reason to be
thankful to the all-merciful ruler of events,
terrible lesson in the ways of sin"

for an early and

(93).
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After reading "The Room in the Dragon Volant," the reader
can safely assume that Le Fanu was interested in describing
manipulative women and their ability to out-wit the members of
the patriarchal power structure.

Actually, there are several

similarities between the mortal, Eugenie, and the supernatural
Carmilla.
Both are extremely beautiful and charming women.
tion, both are inordinately clever women.

In addi

Of course, even though

Eugenie is extremely manipulative; nevertheless, she is not as
powerful as Carmilla because she does not have the supernatural
advantages that the vampire Carmilla has.
Also, Eugenie,

like Carmilla,

is a sensuous woman.

Even

though, Eugenie is not a lesbian; nevertheless, she appeals to
men's passions and seems to get enjoyment by using sex for the
purpose of pleasure.

In addition, both women have no trouble in

charming, manipulating, and ultimately destroying members of the
male patriarchal power structure.
Since Le Fanu is interested in this type of female charac
ter, it would seem feasible that in Carmilla he uses the guise of
a vampire to portray a more extreme rendition of female sexuality
and power than he depicts in the character of Eugenie.

Thus, by

using a more heavily mediated narrative structure, Le Fanu writes
a story about a lesbian vampire which he uses to symbolize
another very powerful and sexually assertive woman— Carmilla.
Le Fanu's treatment of a lesbian vampire is a first for the
Gothic novel, and it is possibly the first treatment of a lesbian
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vampire in all of English Literature.

I use the term "possibly"

in that there is a prototype for the character of Carmilla in
Coleridge's "Christabel"

(1816)

in the character of Geraldine.

Geraldine is often interpreted as a Lamia, Succubus, or Vampire
figure, and it is clear from the bedroom scene in the beginning
of the poem that a type of homosexual love-making does occur.
However, the character of Geraldine is never fully explained;
consequently,

it is up to the reader whether or not to interpret

Geraldine as a lesbian vampire.
Nevertheless, even if one does interpret Geraldine as a
lesbian vampire, Carmilla is still the first depiction of a
lesbian vampire type character in English prose.
even more significant,

And, what seems

is that Carmilla is the only depiction of

a lesbian vampire figure in either the English or American novel.
Albeit, there may be a few throwaway paperbacks that deal with
this type of character; however, Le Fanu's treatment is the only
novel in the literary canon which depicts such a highly contro
versial and threatening character.
Indeed, as a lesbian vampire, Carmilla is a controversial
and threatening character.

This is particularly true because in

addition to reading Carmilla as a typical Gothic novel, the
reader can also do a feminist reading of Carmilla.

In a feminist

interpretation of Carmilla. the character of Carmilla, as a
lesbian vampire, can be viewed symbolically as a threat to the
male reader in a Patriarchal Victorian society and even in
contemporary society.

Carmilla is a threat to the male reader in
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that as a female vampire she is a symbol of power, and as a
lesbian she is a symbol of female sexuality— sex for the purpose
of pleasure and not just for the purpose of procreation.
Carmilla, as a female vampire, symbolizes power in the novel
because she is more manipulative, more cunning and definitely
more intelligent than her male adversaries.

True, by the conclu

sion of the novel, Carmilla's three male opponents do kill her in
a typical vampire death scene— they drive a stake through her
heart and cut off her head.

Nevertheless,

it has taken the male

populace one hundred and fifty years to finally destroy one young
woman.
It is evident throughout the novel, that Carmilla has
survived by charming while at the same time out-witting the
various males she encounters.

At the conclusion of the novel,

the eccentric Baron Vordenburg tells Laura, the narrator of the
novel and Carmilla's last lover and victim, and Laura's father,
that Carmilla has survived all of these years because one of his
ancestors, the first Baron Vordenburg,
destruction after she became a vampire.

initially saved her from
Baron Vordenburg says of

his ancestor that, "in early youth he had been a passionate and
favoured lover of the beautiful Mircalla, Countess Karnstein.
Her early death plunged him into inconsolable grief"

(84).

In an effort to save Carmilla, the elder Vordenburg, when a
vampire hunt is going on at the Karnstein's Castle and he fears
that Carmilla in her vampire form will be destroyed,
her monument and pretends to remove her remains.

obliterates

Thus, Carmilla
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is free to continue her nefarious existence which lasts for one
hundred and fifty years until the younger Baron Vordenburg tracks
her down.
Evidently, the first Baron Vordenburg was really duped by
Carmilla because it is implied in the novel that she became a
vampire because she committed suicide.

In addition,

it is

implied that she committed suicide because her sexual preference
in life was the same as in death.

Consequently, Baron Vordenburg

risked his life to save the vampire remains of a woman who could
not have been in love with him even when she was alive.
No doubt in order to survive for one hundred and fifty
years, Carmilla charmed and then out-witted numerous men.
However, the only other admirers that the reader is aware of are
the two men in the novel that Carmilla beguiles with her charms—
General Spielsdorf and Laura's father.

Indeed, Carmilla is so

charming and convincing in her alleged helplessness that she
dupes both the General and Laura's father so that both men allow
Carmilla to spend time in their homes and become intimate with
their respective daughters— Bertha and Laura.
Carmilla further deceives the General and Laura's father in
that neither man until almost the end of the novel speaks pejora
tively of Carmilla or seems to realize her insidious nature.
When General Spielsdorf is hesitant about taking Carmilla into
his home, he immediately feels guilty because of his lack of
hospitality.
relented.

Spielsdorf says,

"She was so beautiful that I

I was sorry I had for a moment repented of my hospi
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tality...I thought what life she would give to our sometimes
lonely evenings at home"

(70).

It is not until General Spiels

dorf ys daughter is almost dead from severe anemia that he starts
to conjecture that there is something sinister about Carmilla.
Laura's father also has nothing but good things to say about
Carmilla.

He refers to her as "the most beautiful creature that

he has ever seen"

(30).

In addition, Laura's father wants to

believe in Carmilla's benevolent nature to such an extent that
even when there are all kinds of indications that she is a
vampire, he still tries to rationalize this incriminating evi
dence.

And, the evidence is overwhelming because Carmilla sleeps

until two in the afternoon, she never eats, and her "eye teeth"
are so pointed that a travelling peddler offers to round them.
However, the most incriminating evidence is that Carmilla
manages to leave her room at night even though all the doors and
windows are locked.

Laura's father explains this strange occur

rence by insisting that Carmilla is merely sleep-walking, and he
insipidly says to Carmilla,

"I wish all mysteries were as easily

and innocently explained as yours, Carmilla"

(56).

But, by the conclusion of the novel, the conspiracy of
patriarchs— General Spielsdorf, Laura's father, and Baron Vorden
burg— compare stories and realize that Carmilla's attractive and
affectionate side is really a cover for a hideous reality and
they proceed to destroy her.
la, as a female vampire,
destroyed.

Of course, the character of Carmil

literally and symbolically must be

Literally, Carmilla must be killed because she is a
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vampire and she is dangerous.
because she loves

her.

Indeed,

Symbolically,

she will kill Laura
Carmilla must be destroyed

because only the masculine archetype, particularly in Victorian
novels, should be

permitted to

express the amount of cunning,

manipulation, and

intelligence that Carmilla asserts

throughout

the novel.
Then too, if one does a feminist interpretation of Carmilla.
Carmilla7s execution becomes even more ironic because, possibly,
Le Fanu is merely using the guise of the vampire to portray a
powerful, beautiful, and intelligent woman who gets her own way.
The vampire form is merely a veneer because Le Fanu does not want
to depict this kind of feminine power in a more traditional type
of female character.
Even in her vampire guise, Carmilla is still more of a
threat to the patriarchal power structure than a male vampire
like Dracula because she ingratiates herself to her victims and
the male protectors of these victims.

Whereas a male vampire

like Dracula survives by physically threatening his victims,
Carmilla survives for one hundred and fifty years by charming and
beguiling her victims and by outwitting the members of the
patriarchal power structure.
Not only does Carmilla pose a threat to a male-dominated
society because she is a female vampire, and therefore a symbol
of power, she poses even more of a threat to the male reader,
because she is also a lesbian vampire.

William Patrick Day
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writes in his critical work in the Circles of Fear and Desire
that:
C a m i l l a is not an image of the evils of sexuality in
women or the dangers of lesbianism, but rather an
expression of the form that active, assertive feminine
sexuality would have to take in a patriarchal society.
C a m i l l a ' s tragedy is not that she is a vampire or a
lesbian, but that her society has defined her sexuality
as monstrous.

Thus, she reveals herself in a form that

expresses that imposed monstrousness, the vampire.

(89)

Consequently, Le Fanu might be using the veneer of the vampire to
present C a m i l l a ' s character because he is hesitant to depict
female sexuality in a more traditional type of feminine charac
ter.
Le Fanu does, at one point, come close to depicting female
sexuality in a proper Victorian maiden because not only is
C a m i l l a attracted to Laura, Laura is also attracted to Carmilla.
Furthermore, Laura is the epitome of the proper Victorian young
lady in that she has been raised in a respectable, aristocratic
family.

In addition, before C a m i l l a comes into her life, Laura

appears to be totally unaware of sex.
Nevertheless, Laura does not behave in a manner appropriate
for a virtuous young lady because even though Laura is hesitant,
at first, regarding C a m i l l a ' s sexual advances, ultimately, Laura
does find Carmilla attractive.

Laura says:
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Now the truth is, I felt rather unaccountably towards
the beautiful stranger.

I did feel, as she said,

"drawn towards her," but there was also something of
repulsion.

In this ambiguous feeling, however, the

sense of attraction immensely prevailed.

She interest

ed and won me; she was so beautiful and indescribably
engaging.

(3 3)

Throughout the novel, Laura appears to enjoy Carmilla's
attentions as much as Carmilla appears to enjoy Laura's body.
Therefore,

if Carmilla is monstrous then so too is Laura.

Never

theless, Le Fanu does not appear to be depicting the horrors of
lesbianism in the novel.

Instead, Le Fanu appears to be present

ing female sexual desire in a more controversial way than it is
usually presented in Victorian novels.

Day writes:

But in Carmilla what is horrible is not substance, but
the forms imposed on female sexuality and pleasure by
masculine society.

Laura and Carmilla cannot, of

course, live happily ever after, Carmilla, we must
recall,

is already dead.

However, Laura's narrative is

presented to us, in a brief prologue, as posthumous,
and given the concluding paragraph, the story may
suggest that Laura and Carmilla are joined in death as
they could not be in life.

And though Laura has not

lived on in Carmilla, as Carmilla,

said she would,

Carmilla has clearly lived on in Laura, as a memory, an
object of fear, an object of desire.

(90)
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And even though there is a ten year time span between the
narrated and the narrating of this novel, Laura still refuses to
perceive Carmilla as totally evil.

At the conclusion of the

novel, Laura describes Carmilla ambiguously.

Laura writes at the

end of her narrative:
It was long before the terror of recent events subsided
and to this hour the image of Carmilla returns to
memory with ambiguous alternations— sometimes the
playful,

languid girl; sometimes the writhing fiend I

saw in the churchyard; and often from a reverie I have
started fancying, I have heard the light footsteps of
Carmilla at the drawing room door.

(85)

Because of the ambiguous way in which the character of
Carmilla, as a female vampire and as a lesbian,

is depicted in

the novel, Le Fanu's Carmilla can be given a symbolic feminist
reading and not just a literal reading as a Gothic horror tale.
Consequently, Le Fanu's Carmilla is not merely a Gothic novel
describing the threatening aspects of a lesbian vampire; rather,
this novel seems to be a symbolic description of a powerful and
sexuality assertive female— Carmilla— who is trapped within the
bounds of a patriarchal, Victorian society.

Naturally,

she has

to be destroyed by the male establishment so that other "proper
maidens" like Laura will not follow her example.
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CHAPTER V
Conclusion
In conclusion, a narratological reading emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships is a good initial approach for a
primary interpretation of Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla. A
narratological reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee rela
tionships is appropriate for a primary interpretation of these
three novels because it shows how the form of these novels helps
to illuminate their content. Therefore, throughout this study, I
have explicated how a narratological reading emphasizing the
narrator/narratee relationships serves three vital functions to
help the reader better understand these three highly mediated
Gothic novels.
First, a narratological reading emphasizing the narra
tor/narratee relationships depicts how Shelley, Maturin,

and Le

Fanu have created distance between themselves as authors and
their supernatural and controversial subject matter and between
this subject matter and their readers.
Secondly, a narratological reading emphasizing the narra
tor/narratee relationships shows how each narrator by the tale
which he relays to his narratee reveals various aspects of his
own personality.

In addition, the narrator's tale also helps to

characterize its narratee by the way that this narratee receives
and reacts to the narrator's story.
Thirdly, this type of interpretation explicates how the
authors, by using the narrator/narratee relationships, have
underscored,

exemplified, and contradicted the major and subsid

iary themes which they are depicting in their novels by portray-
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ing these themes in each tale which a narrator relates to his
narratee.
Now, first and foremost is the question; why have these
authors, Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu used such highly mediated
narration?

In Frankenstein. M ary Shelley attempts to create

distance between herself and her subject matter and between this
subject matter and the reader because she is writing an highly
improbable story.

Of course, this story is about Victor Franken

stein who creates a monster and then abandons his creation.
However, on another level, Shelley is also writing a highly
refined sociological, philosophical, and religiously critical
work.

Because she wants to distance herself,

this highly controversial material,

as author,

from

she incorporates her most

pejorative social, philosophical, and religious criticisms into
the narrations of Victor and the monster.

Nevertheless, even

with this mediated narration, Percy Shelley was still concerned
about the effect that these negative comments would have on Mary
Shelley's interpretive community.

Thus, he wrote the preface to

1818 edition of Frankenstein himself in which he states:
The opinions which naturally spring from the character
and situation of the hero are by no means to be con
ceived as existing always in my own conviction; nor is
any inference justly to be drawn

from the following

pages as prejudicing any philosophical doctrine of
whatever kind.
Apparently,

in addition to the novel's other controversial

aspects, both Mary and Percy Shelley were also concerned that
Frankenstein m ight be read as a philosophical treatise negating
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the Rational-humanistic philosophy of Mary's father, William
Godwin.
Thus, in addition to her supernatural subject matter, the
reader can understand why in terms of her controversial subject
matter that Shelley also wanted to create distance between
herself, as author, and these controversial assertions and
between these philosophical,

social, and religious criticisms and

her readers.
Also, by understanding the narrative distance in Franken
s te i n . the reader can better comprehend a psychological interpre
tation of this novel.

In regard to a psychological interpreta

tion, Frankenstein can feasibly be read as simply a fabricated
tale which Walton writes to his sister, Margaret Saville,
London.

Of course,

in

if Walton were addressing his narration

directly to the reader, a psychological interpretation would not
have validity. However, because he is writing to his sister, it
is possible that Walton has contrived this story about Victor and
the monster to justify the fact to his sister that he is return
ing home from his Arctic explorations after having failed once
again.
In regard to Melmoth the Wanderer. Maturin wants to create
narrative distance between himself and his subject matter and
between this subject matter and the reader for two reasons.
First, Melmoth the Wanderer is a supernatural tale about a man
who has bartered his soul in return for one hundred and fifty
years of extended life.

And, by studying the contemporary

reception of the novel, the reader is aware that some of Maturin
's contemporary critics did perceive Melmoth as just another
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Gothic horror story. In 1821, the Monthly Review critiqued
Maturin's novel in the following manner:

"The taste for horrors,

or for tales abounding in supernatural events and characters,
compacts with the devil, and mysterious prolongations of human
life, has for some years past been on the decline in Eng
land. ...Still, however,

it is confessedly possible for a man of

decided genius to revive,
for impossibility,

for a while, this exploded predilection

even among better readers"

(as quoted in

Napier xii i ) .
Evidently,

even though the Monthly Review h ails Maturin as a

man of genius, nevertheless, this article states that Melmoth is
a highly unbelievable novel,

is on the decline.

and that Maturin's style of writing

Evidently, Maturin tries to make his novel

more believable by distancing himself as author from his super
natural subject matter and also by distancing this supernatural
subject matter from his audience So, he uses highly interpolated
elements in his narration.
Of course, after reading my chapter on Melmoth the Wanderer.
the reader realizes that in addition to its

supernatural subject

matter, Melmoth the Wanderer also contains a vast number of
sociological and religious criticisms.

Naturally, Maturin, as an

establishment minister, does not want to appear responsible for
these harsh denunciations.

Therefore, he puts his most severe

critical comments into the narrations of Moncada, the patricidal
monk, and Melmoth the Wanderer, himself.

Maturin even goes so

far as to write in a footnote that:
As, by a mode of criticism equally false and unjust, the
worst sentiments of my worst character, have been represent-
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ed as my own, I must here trespass so far on the patience of
the reader as to assure him, that the sentiments ascribed to
the stranger [Melmoth the Wanderer] are diametrically oppo
site to mine, and, that I have purposely put them into the
mouth of an agent of the enemy of mankind.

(Melmoth 233)

Like the Shelleys, Maturin also goes to great lengths to
emphasize the fact that the opinions of his characters are not
the opinions of the author.

In addition, to distancing himself,

as author, from his supernatural and controversial subject
matter, Maturin constructs his novel's highly mediated narration
in such a manner so that he can actually present his novel like a
sermon.

And, this is exactly what Maturin does.

He states his

main theme in the preface to the novel, and each interpolated
tale serves as an example to support his major message which is
that,

"there is no temporary misfortune so severe that an indi

vidual should barter his immortal soul to alleviate it."
Furthermore, this sermon motif actually leads the reader to
other and more innovative interpretations of Melmoth. A newhistorical interpretation is feasible because Maturin incorpo
rates into the major message of his sermon a time/patience theme.
In other words, each tale depicts that if individuals just wait
and do not succumb to despair or engage in impetuous actions,
their temporarily bleak situations will be alleviated.

There

fore, considering the novel's historical time frame, the reader
can possibly do a new-historical interpretation of Melmoth.

As

part of this new historical approach, the reader can interpret
this novel as a philosophical treatise designed to give hope to
readers who were prone to despair because of the devastating
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philosophical effect which the failure of the French Revolution
had on their generation.
Of course, Le Fanu in Carmilla creates narrative distance
between himself, as author, and his subject matter and between
this subject matter and the reader because he is writing a story
about a lesbian vampire for the enjoyment of conservative Victo
rian readers.

In addition, Le Fanu also portrays this lesbian

vampire, Carmilla, as a powerful and sexually assertive woman who
has duped the members of the male power structure for the past
one hundred and fifty years.

Evidently,

Le Fanu does not want

to appear responsible for the contents of his novel on either a
literal

or symbolic level; thus, he uses the epistolary form

with four interpolated tales.
Furthermore, possibly Le Fanu creates narrative distance
between himself and his supernatural and controversial subject
matter and between this subject matter and the reader to avoid
ridicule from his contemporary readers and critics.

Indeed,

it

is possible that Le Fanu's colleagues did not realize the sophis
ticated implications of his novel. They could have read Carmilla
as simply an absurd horror story.

I draw this conclusion because

twenty two years after Carmilla7s publication in 1894, Eric Count
Stenbock in a short story entitled "The Sad Story of a Vampire"
wrote a detailed parody of Carmilla.

If there was one work

satirizing Carmilla. there were probably others.

So, possibly Le

Fanu wanted to distance himself, as author from Carmilla. to
escape this type of critical abuse.
Ultimately,

it is important for the reader to understand the

concept of narrative distance in these novels because it shows
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that all three Gothic authors— Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu—
wanted to separate themselves from the supernatural and contro
versial subject matter which they presented in their novels and
also to distance these works from their readers. Primarily,
Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu created this narrative distance to
make their supernatural subject matter believable.

Of course, by

making the novel's supernatural subject matter believable, they
also make their works somewhat frightening.
Secondly, one might assume that these authors wrote their
novels in a highly mediated narrative form so that they could
incorporate controversial sociological, philosophical, and
religious criticisms into their narrations and not appear respon
sible for these harsh denunciations. Thus, by creating distance
between themselves,

as authors, and their controversial subject

matter, and also by creating distance between this controversial
material and their readers, Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu have a
format to inflict on their readers every outrageous opinion that
they may have regarding, religion, philosophy, or society,

in

general.
Thirdly, by studying the highly mediated narration of these
novels, the reader can actually be inspired to do other, more
innovative readings of Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla.
Because narrators address outside narratees and not the reader,
this gives the reader a freedom of opinion as to whether or not
the narrator's story has been altered to positively affect the
narratee to whom the narrator relates his tale.

Also, these

novels are inundated with interpolated tales which give the
reader more latitude for a variety of interpretations.
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Fourthly, this mediated narrative distance also seems to
suggest that Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu, as authors, were all
apprehensive regarding how their novels would be received by
their interpretive communities.

And, judging from the 1821

critique of Melmoth in the Monthly Review and the parody that
Stenbock wrote of Carmi11a. these authors had good

reason to be

concerned about their novels' critical and popular receptions.
Indeed, for the most part, nineteenth century critics took a dim
view of Gothic novels regarding these works as merely popular
fiction.

And, even modern critics like Elizabeth Napier in her

work The Failure of the Gothic still do not see the redeeming
literary qualities of Gothic novels.
The next function of a narratological reading emphasizing
the narrator/narratee relationships is to depict how each author
characterizes his narrators by the stories which these narrators
relate to their narratees. Furthermore, the narrator/narratee
relationships also help to characterize the narratees by the way
that they receive and react to their narrators' tales.

Surpris

ingly, without an omniscient narrator or stream-of-consciousness
narration, these authors still manage to depict significant
aspects of each narrator's personality merely by the tale which
he/she tells to his/her narratee.
Elzabeth Napier in her critical work The Failure of the
Gothic w rites, regarding characters in Gothic fiction,

that

because Gothic authors concentrate on external details of emo
tional display while leaving readers to deduce for themselves
complex innner psychological movements,

"The result is a strange

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urth er reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

221
deadening of character, a deflection of emphasis from 'psycholog
ical depths' to physical and physiological surfaces"
However,

(3).

I disagree with Napier. Interpreting the characters

in these novels, by the tales which they tell, allows the reader
to evaluate Gothic characters in numerous ways. Furthermore,

it

provides the authors with a range of possibilities for presenting
these characters in their novels.

Ultimately, novels with first

person, or third person limited or omniscient narration do not
permit the reader and the author this latitude.
For example, after reading Victor's narration to Walton in
Frankenstein, the reader realizes that Victor's life story is not
his life; instead,

it is his story. This is true because the

reader interprets Victor's personality differently from the way
Walton, his narratee, perceives Victor's character.

Indeed,

after reading Victor's tale, the reader regards Victor as an
egotistical,

impetuous, and irresponsible character.

However,

Walton, Victor's narratee, perceives Victor as a noble man who is
merely the unfortunate victim of malevolent circumstances.

Of

course, Walton is sympathetic toward Victor because he and Victor
are so much alike.

Futhermore,

if one does a psychological

interpretation of Frankenstein. then Victor is actually a projec
tion of Walton's imagination.

What makes this concept really

interesting is that possibly Walton is depicting his own negative
personality traits in the character of Victor Frankenstein.
This same ambivalence of characterization is also portrayed
in Melmoth the Wanderer.

Indeed, after reading all of Moncada's

narration to John Melmoth, the reader realizes

that he is not

quite as noble as young Melmoth, his narratee, perceives him to
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be.

In fact, Moncada has several characteristics in common with

Melmoth the Wanderer.
and irresponsible.

Like Melmoth, Moncada is also impetuous

Also, like the Wanderer, Moncada is not

beyond jeopardizing the lives of members of his family to insure
his own safety.
As in Frankenstein and Melmoth. by ascertaining the charac
teristics of the narrators in Carmilla from the tales which these
narrators tell to their narratees, this gives the reader a
broader scope for interpreting these narrators' characteristics
in this novel.
In two of the interpolated elements in Carmilla. which
general Spielsdorf narrates, the reader perceives the general's
character differently from the way that Laura and her father, the
general's narratees, do.

After reading the general's letter and

hearing his interpolated tale, Laura and her father regard the
general as an admirable man who is worthy of their sympathy
because of his ward, Bertha's, death.

However, even though the

reader feels sorry for the general, nevertheless, the reader
realizes that this man is somewhat of a fool because he was so
easily manipulated by the beauty and charm of Carmilla.
However, nuances of interpretation become even more inter
esting in this novel in regard to characterizing Laura, Carmilla's overall narrator.

Indeed, after reading Laura's letter to Dr.

Hesselius, the reader realizes that Laura is attracted to Carmil
la, and even after ten years, she still remembers her in an
ambiguous manner.

Consequently, Laura is not reacting to Carmil

la, and the sexuality that this lesbian vampire represents,
proper Victorian maiden should respond.

as a

However, the reader is
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not quite sure whether or not Laura actually intend^ to present
this impression to the reader, or the reader merely gets this
impression of her from the letter which Laura writes to Dr.
Hesselius, her psychiatrist.
The last function that a narratological reading emphasizing
the narrator/narratee relationships serves in Frankenstein.
M elmoth. and Carmilla is to depict how each novel's interpolated
tales and characterizations are intrinsically interwoven with the
thematic content of these novels.

Because the tales which each

narrator tells to his narratee underscores, exemplifies, or
contradicts the major and subsidiary themes, they present these
novels as organic whole entities and not as merely a series of
disconnected narratives.
In Frankenstein, the underlying theme which is presented
thoughout the novel is that of the disastrous consequences of
Promethean overreaching and the dehumanizing effect that this
Promethean experimenation can have on the individual. Consequent
ly, the novel is thematically unified because Victor Frankenstein
is the accomplished Promethean overreacher.
failed Promethean overreacher.

Robert Walton is the

And, the monster represents the

disastrous results of Victor's Promethean experimentation.
Like Frankenstein. M elmoth is unified by its thematic
content.

Indeed, every interpolated tale in the novel depicts

the same major theme which is that,

"no temporary misfortune is

so severe that an individual should barter his immortal soul to
alleviate it."
themes,

This theme, along with the novel's subsidiary

is introduced in the Stanton manuscript and culminated by

the novel's conclusion.
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Like Frankenstein and Melmoth. Carmilla is also a themati
cally consistent novel.

Consequently, Laura's overall letter to

Dr. Hesselius and all of the novel's interpolated tales depict
the same theme,

"that there is a basic sex and violence which

undermines a supposedly stable and non-sexual Victorian society."
Of course, by the end of his novel, Le Fanu culminates this theme
of sex and violence by the execution of its perpetrator the
lesbian vampire, Carmilla.
Because the major and subsidiary themes in these novels are
reconciled by the conclusion of Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
Carmilla in a manner which preaches a moral, this indicates that
Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu are attempting to present an
optimistic world-view of a basically well- ordered universe.
Even Elizabeth Napier admits, regarding the thematic unity
of Gothic novels, that,

"The tacit assurance is that what appears

on the surface to be a fantastic or unjust series of incidents
will eventually be resolved, and in a fashion consistent with
what is morally right"

(18). Albeit,

in Frankenstein. Melmoth.

and Carmilla. the good characters are not always rewarded;
nevertheless,

by the conclusion of these novels, the evil people

are always punished.

Consequently, after reading these works,

the reader receives an optimistic, and morally righteous view of
reality.

Indeed, the reader receives this impression because

Shelley, Maturin, and Le Fanu have given their readers an artis
tically stable view of a basically chaotic society.
Of course, the ultimate question is: what overall benefit
does a narratological reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee
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relationships in Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla serve for
the academic community,

in general?

On a theoretical level, my dissertation explicates that if
the reader or critic applies the appropriate critical theory to a
particular literary work, this will provide additional insights
into this literary work and also give new dimensions to the
critical theory.

In his work Literary T h e o r y . Terry Eagleton

states that narratology is a critical methodology which deals
with the art of story telling
Melmoth.

(106). Because Frankenstein.

and Carmilla are tales about telling tales, this makes

narratology an appropriate critical theory for an initial inter
pretation of these novels. Furthermore, the incorporation into a
narratological approach of Prince's theory of the narra
tor/narratee relationships makes a narratological reading even
more comprehensive for a primary interpretation of these novels.
On the other hand,

I am not defending a narratological

reading emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships as a
panacean critical methodology for interpreting all literary
works.

In fact, narratology as a critical theory has its limita

tions.

First, a narratological approach is trans- historical.

Secondly, a narratological reading does not account for all of
the intrinsic merits of a literary work. Nevertheless,

even with

these limitations, narratology does alert the reader to the fact
that there is a difference between the narrated and the narrating
in a novel.

In other words, there is a difference between the

plot of a novel and the way that this plot is related.
In addition to the limitations of a narratological reading,
Prince's theory of narrator/narratee relationships also has
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certain drawbacks.

Indeed, Prince's theory appears somewhat

contrived when he discusses narrator/narratee relationships in
his critical works "Introduction to the Study of the Narratee"—
Poetigue_(l973)

and Narratology (1982). However, the reason that

Prince's approach does seem superfluous is because he applies his
theory of narrator/narratee relationships to unmediated modern
fiction. However, where Prince's critical approach really has
value is not in unmediated modern novels but in highly mediated
Gothic fiction where there are clearly defined narrator/narratee
relationships.
Since Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla are highly mediat
ed Gothic novels which are principally tales about telling tales,
an initial narratological reading emphasizing the narra
tor/narratee relationships makes these novels more understand
able.

Of course, once the reader fully comprehends the compli

cated narrative structure of these novels, then these works
become more interesting.
In addition, an initial narratological reading emphasizing
the narrator/narratee relationships in Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
Carmilla illuminates aspects of these works that other interpre
tations do not reveal because these novels are literary works
that emphasize the narrating and not the narrated.

Ultimately,

what makes these novels credible literary works is not their
plots, but rather, the way in which these plots are related.
Consequently,

a narratological reading emphasizing the narra

tor/narratee relationships gives additional literary merits to
Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla. as well as to other Gothic
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novels, which, for the most part, have been regarded as merely
popular fiction.
On a pragmatic level, a narratological reading emphasizing
the narrator/narratee relationships is a good pedagogical ap
proach for teaching Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Camilla in a high
school or undergraduate college course in the Gothic novel.
Ultimately, a narratological reading emphasizing the narra
tor/narratee relationships provides the teacher with a formula
for instructing students regarding how to read these structurally
complicated novels.

And, after the teacher explains the highly

mediated narration of these novels emphasizing the functions of
the narrator/narratee relationships, the students will better
understand these

works.

Furthermore, once they fully comprehend

these novels; perhaps, high school or undergraduate college
students might even enjoy reading Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
Carmilla.
In short, in order to provide the most comprehensive inter
pretations of these novels— Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla—
the reader or critic initially should apply a narratological
reading keeping in mind the narrator/narratee relationships.
Now, I am not suggesting that a narratological reading is the
end-all interpretation of mediated Gothic fiction.

However,

considering the narrator/narratee relationships, a narratological
reading is a good initial approach for understanding highly
mediated Gothic novels.

Then, after an initial narratological

interpretation, the reader or critic can attempt to do other and
more innovative interpretations of Frankenstein. Melmoth. and
Carmilla as well as all other highly mediated Gothic fiction.
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2 3 ‘1

Notes
1. I realize that this is a dated article because it is the
first article which Prince published on the narratee (this
article was first published in Poetiaue 14 [1973]: 178-96).
However,

I am using this article as the theoretical basis for

my dissertation regarding narratees because it incorporates
the most extensive classification of narratees.
Nevertheless,

I realize that there are two major flaws

in this article:
1 - In this article, Prince discusses zero-degree narra
tees, and he later abandons this classification in his chap
ter on "the Narratee" in Narratology (19821.

However, this

does not affect my research because in my dissertation, I do
not deal with zero-degree narratees.
2 - In this article, Prince does not distinguish between
the narratee and the addressee.
his later article,

Consequently,

"The Narratee Revisited"

I have studied

(Style 19

[1985]: 299-3 02), where Prince does distinguish between the
narratee and the addressee.

However, I tend to agree with

Prince's refutation that this is a distinction without a
difference.

Furthermore, the concept of the addressee does

not affect my dissertation because in Gothic novels, every
narrator selects his narratee for a specific reason.

In the

Gothic novels that I deal with, narrators do not tell their
tales to impartial strangers.
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ABSTRACT
The focus of this study is a narratological reading
emphasizing the narrator/narratee relationships in three
highly mediated, nineteenth century, English Gothic novels:
Mary Shelley's Frankenstein (1817) ; Charles Robert Maturin's
Melmoth the Wanderer (1820); and, J. Sheridan Le Fanu's
Carmilla (1872).

A narratological reading depicts how the

form of these novels illuminates their content to demonstrate
that these Gothic stories do have redeeming literary merits
and are not just popular fiction.
The introduction discusses Gerald Prince's theory of
narrator/narratee relationships which he explicates in his
article "The Introduction to the Study of the Narratee"
(Poetigue 1973).

Next, the introduction explains the func

tions that these narrator/narratee relationships serve to
help the reader better understand the texts of Frankenstein.
Melmoth. and Carmilla.

These three functions are: to create

narrative distance between the authors and their supernatural
and controversial subject matter and between this material
and the reader; to characterize the narrators and also to
characterize the narratees to whom the narrators' tales are
addressed; and, to emphasize, underscore, or contradict the
major and minor themes portrayed in each of these novels.
The second, third, and fourth chapters of this study
apply Prince's theory of the narrator/narratee relationships
to these three highly mediated Gothic novels. Instead of
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detracting from other interpretations, as critics of narrato
logy suggest,

a narratological reading actually illuminates

more innovative readings of these novels such as a psycholog
ical, new-historical, or feminist interpretation.
The conclusion reiterates the overall benefits of a
narratological reading of Frankenstein. M e l m o t h . and Carmilla
for the academic community in general.

On a theoretical

level, this study explicates that if the reader or critic
applies the appropriate critical theory to a particular
literary work, this will provide additional insights into
this literary work and also give new dimensions to the criti
cal theory.

On a pragmatic level, this type of reading is a

good pedagogical technique for teaching highly mediated
Gothic novels because it gives the teacher a formula for
instructing students regarding how to read these complicated,
works.
To qualify this approach, a narratological reading is
not the end-all interpretation of mediated Gothic fiction.
However, this type of reading is a good initial approach for
better understanding Frankenstein. Melmoth. and Carmilla as
well as all other highly mediated Gothic novels.
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